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ABSTRACT

With the advances in technology and computers, e-portfolios
replaced paper based portfolios in many higher education
institutions and professions, including nursing (Skiba, 2005;
Garrett and Jackson, 2006). They both have some
overlapping benefits but the most important benefit of e-
portfolios over the paper based version lies in its potential for
meaningful interaction and network structure (Butler, 2006).
The existing literature, therefore, suggests that e-portfolios
may have some added pedagogical value. Understanding this
added value through research can provide valuable data for
academic, clinical and administrative staff on how to
implement and use e-portfolios effectively to support
students’ learning. According to the literature review, there
was a lack of a detailed and comprehensive study on benefits
and challenges of using e-portfolios for nursing students.
Hence, this study explored the pedagogical value of e-
portfolios and the contextual challenges that influenced its
effectiveness as a learning tool from the perspective of the
key stakeholders: students, tutors, and curriculum planners.
The study used qualitative instrumental case study to collect
data through initial and follow up interviews, online
observation and document analysis. The data were collected
for a period of 21 months. The participants in this study
included 14 students, 11 tutors, and 6 curriculum planners.
The study employed critical realism as philosophical approach
and Activity Theory as a methodological and analytical
framework.

This study contributes to the literature through being the first
longitudinal empirical inquiry in nursing education that

adopted Activity Theory to explore the pedagogical value of



e-portfolios and the contradictions that may influence their
perceived value from student and tutor perspectives. The
findings of this study show that the e-portfolio allowed for a
more student-centred approach to learning through providing
these four affordances: (1) Fostering communication and
interaction between the students and their peers and tutors.
The findings indicated that the e-portfolio allowed for a
flexible, instantaneous and ongoing online communication
that helped the students to stay connected, seek feedback
and support share their work, experiences, and any personal
information with their tutors and raise their awareness of any
issue they thought would have an impact on their learning
and progress, at any time and from anywhere using their
mobile devices. It also allowed them to create and participate
in different online learning communities with their peers to
exchange experiences and ideas, learn from and support each
other. (2) Supporting formative assessment through
facilitating formative feedback and self-assessment. The e-
portfolio offered the tutors unlimited and flexible access to
any work shared by their students, and this enabled them to
formatively assess their students’ performance and progress
towards achieving the desired learning outcomes, spot more
quickly those who were struggling and in need for
remediation, and provide them with immediate and more
personalized feedback specifically tailored to their needs.
Moreover, the reflective nature of the e-portfolio and its
structure encouraged continuous self-assessment through
prompting the students to iteratively look back and reflect on
their collection of evidence and experiences. This iterative
process allowed them to develop a better understanding of
their own strengths and weaknesses and engage in self-

development, make connections between their seemingly



disparate learning experiences, hence, see a comprehensive
picture of their learning. (3) Scaffolding the reflective
process. The findings indicated that e-portfolio, through its
inbuilt structured reflective templates, acted as a scaffold for
the students who were struggling with writing reflection.
These templates were perceived to have made their attempts
at reflection easier and stimulated them to think deeper about
their experiences. Improvement in their reflective writing was
noted by some tutors and students after using the templates
for a considerable amount of time. (4) Allowing for multiple
modes of presentation and self-expression. The multimedia
capabilities of the e-portfolio allowed the students to present
evidence of their learning and express their thoughts and
feelings in variety of modes such as videos, images, audios,
and texts. Creating and combining multimedia evidence and
materials enabled for presenting a more realistic and
authentic view of their experiences and integrating
information from different sources to show the multifaceted
nature of these experiences. Interestingly, being able to
present learning and achievements in multiple modes
encouraged the students to view the e-portfolio as a potential

tool to apply for jobs after graduation.

With regard to the challenges and contradictions, mainly
secondary contradictions emerged in the context in which the
e-portfolio was used. The majority of these contradictions, for
example, technical issues, the tutors’ perceived complexity
and inefficiency of the e-portfolio system, the students’
underdeveloped digital literacy, and the limited access to
computers on placements, have had a short term or less
harmful effect on the use and the perceived value of the e-
portfolio. But, contradictions such as the mismatch that

existed between the students’ expectations and the tutors’



perception of the frequency and adequacy of feedback that
needed to be given in the e-portfolio appears to have had a
more detrimental effect on the students’ motivation to use

the e-portfolio.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background

Technology is increasingly embedded in all aspects of living
and has progressively become an integral part of everyday
activities such as shopping, banking, and making calls
(Harper et al., 2008, Sharpe et al., 2010, Lee et al., 2010,
Kwon, 2016). It has an ever-increasing bearing on how we
think, acquire knowledge, communicate and interact with
others. It has provided us with new ways to access, search
for, gather and share information and stay connected with
the world (Dahlstrom et al., 2015). According to some recent
reports on the economic impact of digital skills in the UK from
the Centre for Economics and Business Research (CEBR)
(Oliver et al., 2015), the Department for Business Innovation
and Skills (ECORYS (Firm), 2016), and the JISC’s Developing
Digital Literacies Programme (JISC, 2012), this current digital
transformation has changed and reshaped the nature of work
as performing tasks increasingly requires interaction with
technology. Therefore, digital literacy has become a necessity
and is considered a vital skill for both life and workplace.
Digital skills are not only crucial for individuals but also for

the society as a whole and its economic prosperity.

Speaking of economy, the recent report by the House of
Lords: Select Committee on Digital skills (2015) stated that
the digital revolution and the recent growth of mobile
technologies are having a substantial impact on the UK
economy. The digital economy has become an integral part
of, and a significant driver for the nation’s economic growth.
The digital sector is one of the biggest economic contributors

to the overall economy of the country. The sector had an



estimated worth of £102 billion in 2011, then it grew to
become more than twice as large as the officials have
estimated in 2013. However, there is a concern that the UK
might not be able to keep up with this exponential growth of
technology. This report was a call to action for the UK
government to adopt new approaches to keep pace with the
best technology in the world in order to retain its position as
a digital leader and realize the country’s economic potential

(House of Lords: Select Committee on Digital skills, 2015).

In response to this economic pressure and pervasiveness of
technology, the Higher Education (HE) sector has gradually
changed and evolved to keep up with the evolving technology
and digital change (JISC, 2011, Davies et al., 2017).
According to the JISC’'s Developing Digital Literacies
Programme (JISC, 2012) which funded twelve projects in UK
higher education institutions in collaboration with ten
professional association to improve digital literacies, many UK
universities and colleges started to incorporate modern
technologies in the courses they offer to support the teaching
and learning process and develop digitally literate graduates
to meet the demand of the employers both nationally and
internationally. These technologies has challenged the
traditional methods of delivering education and allowed for
new models of learning to emerge as the traditional teaching-
centred model of learning no longer meets the diverse needs
and backgrounds of students in the twenty-first century
(Hannafin and Land, 1997, Brown, 2003, Pagani, 2005,
Kalathingal and Buchanan, 2017).

Over the past few decades, a major paradigm shift has
occurred in the field of education, where a more learner-

centred approach to learning has been advocated to replace



the conventional teacher-centred approach. This learner-
centred approach places students at the centre of the
educational process while places teachers in a more
facilitative role (Pine and Boy, 1977, Zophy, 1982, Weimer,
2002). The student’s role shifts from the position of receiver
to the position of an active and curious learner, who is able
to take control of and responsibility for their learning. In the
same way, the teacher’s role shifts from the role of a
knowledge mediator to the role of a facilitator and adviser,
who encourages the students to construct their own
knowledge and to critically reflect on their learning, by
creating a learning environment that fosters and stimulates
interaction and dialogue among students (Weimer, 2002,
Hirumi, 2002, Keengwe et al., 2009, Dema and Moeller,
2012). Similarly, in the field of nursing education, this
paradigm shift has been triggered by the need to prepare
independent, self-regulated, lifelong and reflective learners
who are capable of meeting and adapting to the rapid and
constantly changing healthcare needs of the communities
they serve (Paniagua-Ramirez et al., 2004, de Castro
Friedrich et al., 2010, Stanley and Dougherty, 2010).

Technology, with learning as the prime consideration, is seen
to offer rich opportunities to move away from the “highly
centralized industrial model of learning” towards a more
personalized form of learning that focuses on and promotes
individual empowerment and learner agency. For instance,
Web 2.0 technologies hold a considerable potential to
promote and support the learner-centred approach through
facilitating user-centred design, customization of content and
design, interaction, collaboration and information sharing
(Rogers et al., 2007, Lee, 2010). Among the tools that share



more in common with web 2.0 technologies and support
learner-centred approach to learning are e-portfolios
(Sorensen and Takle, 2005, Lee and McLoughlin, 2007,
Jenkins et al., 2009). They have been advocated as one of
the educational technologies that can prepare nursing
students for the next era (Nairn et al., 2006, Buckley et al.,
2009, Wassef et al., 2012, Birks et al., 2016).

Historically, in the UK during the 1980s and 1990s, portfolios
began to be used in undergraduate nursing education as
student-centred learning tools, by means of which, nursing
students were able to reflect on their learning, document their
progress and achievement and link theory to practice
(Coffey, 2005, Nairn et al., 2006, McMullan, 2008, McMullan,
2006, Green et al., 2014). They were also used as
assessment tools, in order to assess the clinical competence
of preregistration nursing students in practice (Green et al.,
2014, McMullan, 2008). They have increasingly become a
common alternative to the traditional assessment methods
because they can provide a holistic and comprehensive
means of assessing students’ competence (Challis, 1999,
Greenhalgh and Hurwitz, 1999, Pitts et al., 2002, Driessen et
al., 2006, Vernazza et al., 2011). There has been an interest
in using portfolios for assessment in health professions
because of their potential to assess performance and clinical
competencies, such as communication, leadership, creativity,
and professionalism, which are difficult to assess using
conventional instruments of assessment (Davis and
Ponnamperuma, 2005, Van Tartwijk and Driessen, 2009,
Haldane, 2014). Therefore, portfolios have been proposed to
provide an assessment framework to assess students at the

level of “"does” in Miller’s (1990) pyramid of competence, the



highest level of the pyramid (Endacott et al., 2004, Davis and
Ponnamperuma, 2005, Garrett et al., 2013, Harden and
Laidlaw, 2016). Biggs (1996) asserts that preparation of an
assessment portfolio is an active process that is considered
to be a student-centred approach to assessment based on the
constructivist learning theory. This process requires the
students to collect, select, synthesize, and organize their
work in order to provide evidence that the desired learning
have taken place and the learning outcomes have been
achieved. It is assumed that learning may be enhanced
during the preparation of assessment portfolio because
students are encouraged to reflect on their work and
experiences and identify their learning needs and plan for
improvement throughout the process (Harris et al., 2001,
Endacott et al., 2004, Van Tartwijk and Driessen, 2009).

The interest in using educational portfolios started to increase
in higher educational (HE) institutions, as a response to the
recommendations of the National Committee of Inquiry into
Higher Education in the UK. They recommended the
introduction of a Progress File for all students in higher
education institutions. This progress file offers students “a
means by which the students can monitor, build and reflect
upon their own personal development” (Dearing, 1997, 20th
recommendation ). At the same time, the development and
maintenance of a portfolio by undergraduate nursing students
has become a compulsory component of their education, as
mandated by the English National Board for Nursing,
Midwifery, and Health Visiting, then by Nursing and Midwifery
Council (NMC) later on (McMullan, 2006). In keeping with
these requirements, paper-based portfolios were introduced

to the undergraduate nursing students in the school where



the current study was conducted more than 10 years ago.
The purpose of introducing it was to allow the students more
autonomy in planning and demonstrating their personal and
professional development. The students were expected to
provide evidence of their achievement of the NMC learning
outcomes and competencies and keep them in their
portfolios. Examples of this evidence were copies of
assignments, lists of the competencies satisfied and signed
during their placements, feedback from their tutors and
mentors and reflections on critical incidents that happened in
the classroom or the clinical placement. This evidence was
recorded in their Assessment of Practice Record, in the
portfolio. This Assessment of Practice Record was assessed
by their mentors at the end of each clinical placement and

verified by their academic tutors at the end of each year.

In keeping with the contemporary educational development
and in response to the university’s wide-scale e-portfolio
implementation strategy to move from paper portfolios to
electronic portfolios, e-portfolios were introduced to the
nursing students in the school in September 2012. According
to the report of the case study of the university’s e-portfolio
implementation strategy Joyes et al. (2013), the key

institutional drivers for moving to electronic portfolio were:

- Supporting the institutional focus on improving
feedback to students and the role of the tutor.

- The potential for improvements in communication

- Supporting the development of employability skills for
undergraduates, thus, enhancing employability.

- The potential efficiency gains particularly for

administrators.



The school of Health Sciences has adopted PebblePad as its
e-portfolio system after a number of small pilots were
conducted in the school to test its applicability and feasibility

before it was officially introduced

It worth noting that the e-portfolio was not introduced to
replace the paper based portfolio in the school. The paper
based portfolio, known as a “practice portfolio”, is still used
in the clinical practice part of the program. The e-portfolio,
on the other hand, is used mainly as a personal record and
for modular work. However, the students are free to record
and store any materials they gather from or create whilst on
placement in the e-portfolio. They are also free to use them
as evidence and link them to the appropriate theoretical
learning outcomes in the e-portfolio so that theory and

practice are linked.

1.2 From paper portfolios to e-portfolios

The term portfolio, in its simplest form, can be defined as: a
purposeful collection of evidence or work by students,
collated in order to show a picture of their learning,
experiences, achievement and growth over time. Therefore,
it is believed that the process of developing a portfolio allows
students to be involved in their own learning and become
active agents, who reflect on their learning and performance
diagnose their own learning needs and, as a result, are able
to direct their learning accordingly (Buckley et al., 2009). The
early development of portfolios was in a paper based format.
However, with the widespread use of technology and
computers in higher education, the paper portfolio started to
evolve into an electronic portfolio, also known as an ‘e-

portfolio’ (McKenzie et al., 2002). In line with the changes in



higher education, the interest in the use of e-portfolio in
nursing education has also increased (Skiba, 2005). The
definition of an e-portfolio varies widely in the existing
literature. Some literature focuses on the technological
aspect of the e-portfolio and describes it as a digital collection
of artifacts with a high standard presentation of learning. On
the other hand, other literature focuses on its educational
aspects and describes it as an effective learning tool that
possesses a number of functions and features that support
different aspects of the learning process (Pincombe et al.,
2010). However, Butler (2006) emphasises that the main
focus of e-portfolios must be on learning not on the

technology used to facilitate that learning.

Both e-portfolios and paper based portfolios have some
overlapping benefits. However, one of the most important
benefits of e-portfolios over paper portfolios is the potential
for more effective and meaningful communication between
students and other stakeholders (Butler, 2006). An e-
portfolio, therefore, can be a valuable tool for nursing
students who are on remote clinical placements and may feel
isolated from academic support. Garrett and Jackson (2006)
suggest that the interactive nature of e-portfolios can help
tutors to communicate with their students while they are on
placement and provide them with the necessary support and
feedback, letting them know that they are always there and
present for them, even if remotely. Another important benefit
of e-portfolios is that they are more accessible than paper
portfolios. They provide students with a personal learning
space that can be easily accessed on the web. Such
accessibility can help students to reflect instantly on their

experience and edit their work accordingly, sharing their work



and knowledge with others and giving and receiving
immediate feedback (Bogossian et al., 2009, Bogossian and
Kellett, 2010, Pincombe et al., 2010). It has been argued that
the accessible and interactive nature of e-portfolios may
“open wide the possibilities for reflections of all types: in
action, before action, after action, in solitude, in consultation
with peers, in consultation with instructors, coaches, and
advisers, written, spoken, videotaped, or graphically
represented’ (Riedinger, 2006P.94): P.94). Based on these
potential benefits, it has been proposed that e-portfolios may
have a great potential to transform and enhance the learning
of nursing students (Pincombe et al., 2010). There is no
enough empirical evidence to support the above mentioned
assumptions. Hence, these assumptions need to be
investigated and supported by empirical evidence rather than
relying only on theory and personal opinion. Hence, the

current study was carried out.

1.3 The need and significance of the current study

As discussed in the previous section, the existing literature
suggests that the emergence of the e-portfolio was not only
to overcome the bulkiness and high volume paper of work of
the paper based portfolios produced, but it may also have
some pedagogical value in terms of supporting students’
learning. Understanding these pedagogical value through
research can provide valuable data for academics, clinical and
administrative staff on the effectiveness of using e-portfolios

to support nursing students’ learning.

The literature review reveals that the majority of previous
studies conducted on the use of e-portfolios in undergraduate

nursing education focused only on students’ and/or mentors’



perceptions of the usefulness of the e-portfolio. Most of these
studies were surveys, therefore, did not provide a detailed
and comprehensive understanding of the pedagogical value
of the e-portfolio for nursing students. Moreover, relatively
little is known about how the context in which an e-portfolio
is embedded may influence its role as a learning tool. Because
of this, the current study adopted a qualitative case study
approach, using multiple data collection methods to develop
a comprehensive and in-depth wunderstanding of the
pedagogical value of the e-portfolio for nursing students, as
well as to raise awareness of the challenges that might arise
from the context and influence its value. Moreover, the study
adopted Activity Theory as a methodological and analytical
framework, to capture the complexity of the context in which
the e-portfolio is situated and identify the challenges and
contradictions that might emerge from this context and
hinder the role of e-portfolio as a learning tool. Chapter 4
provides an overview of Activity Theory and why it was used
in the current study. In Chapter 5, the application of Activity
Theory framework to the data collection and analysis in the

current study will be explained.

1.4 Summary

This chapter provided an overview of the concept of
educational portfolios, the transition from paper based
portfolios to e-portfolios, and presented some of the potential
benefits of the e-portfolio in nursing education. Generally,
portfolios promote students centred learning and encourage
students to take control and responsibility of their own
learning. Over the past decade, e-portfolios have,
increasingly, been replacing their paper counterparts in

undergraduate nursing education. However, it is important to
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note that e-portfolios are more than just an electronic
replicate of the paper portfolios, in which students are merely
able to store their work in an electronic format. Rather, the
connectivity and accessibility nature of e-portfolios may bring
about some greater pedagogical value for nursing students
and enhance their learning experience. Understanding this
pedagogical value could have important implications for
students and academic and clinical staff. Based on the
reviewed literature, it appears that more comprehensive
research is needed, to understand the pedagogical value of
e-portfolio and the limitations of its role as a learning tool.
Due to this, the current study was proposed and carried out
in the school of Health Sciences in one of the universities in
the UK, where the e-portfolio had been introduced to the first

year nursing students.
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CHAPTER TWO: BACKGROUND

2.1 Introduction

This chapter provides background information on portfolios:
their definitions, theoretical basis, and uses. The chapter will
also provide an overview of current thinking around the
contribution of e-portfolios in contemporary areas including
professionalism, the hidden curriculum, post-graduate

education, and changes in healthcare professional practice.

2.2 Definitions of portfolios and e-portfolios
Electronic portfolios are a relatively new innovation in higher
education, however their paper counterparts have been used
for much longer. The word portfolio originates from the Italian
words “Portare Fogli” meaning to carry paper or sheets
(Green et al., 2014). Portfolios have their origin in artistic
disciplines where artists, designers and architects used to
collate examples of their work in a portfolio that showcased
their best work and demonstrated their skill development
(Hull and Redfern, 2002;Pearce, 2003). This idea was then
adopted by many educational institutions and portfolios have
been widely used across various professional disciplines at
different levels of education (Ajandi et al., 2013 ;Green et al.,
2014).

The definition of educational portfolios varies slightly
depending on its purpose and the context in which it is used.
However, there seems to be a general agreement that a
portfolio is a purposeful collection of student’s work that
demonstrates achievement and shows progress (Stecher,
1998;Davis et al., 2001;Grant et al., 2007;0'Sullivan, 2014).
One of the very earliest definitions described a portfolio as “a

file or folder of information which has been accumulated
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about a student’s past experiences and accomplishments, it
can be the vehicle for organizing and distilling raw prior
experiences in a manageable form for assessment and a
process by which prior experiences can be translated into
educational outcomes or competencies, documented and
assessed for academic credit or recognition” (Knapp, 1975,
p.2). This definition focused more on the portfolio as a vehicle
for documenting, organizing and assessing prior experiential
learning. Other definitions, on the other hand, described a
portfolio as a tool that provides evidence of not only past
experiences but also current experiences, continuing growth
and future potential. For example, Brown (1995) defined a

A\

portfolio as a private collection of evidence which
demonstrates the continuing acquisition of skills, knowledge,
attitudes, understanding and achievement. It is both
retrospective and prospective as well as reflecting the current
stage of development and activity of the individual.” (p.3).
Similarly, (Price, 1994) and Campbell (2004) described a
portfolio as an organized, goal-driven, dynamic record that
provides evidence of personal and professional growth and

development.

Other definitions have emphasized the necessary elements or
components of developing a portfolio. For instance, one of the
most commonly accepted definitions described a portfolio as
“a purposeful collection of student work that exhibits that
student’s efforts, progress, and achievements in one or more
areas. The collection must include student participation in
selecting contents, the criteria for selection, the criteria for
judging merit, and evidence of student self-reflection”
(Paulson et al., 1991, p.60). This definition regarded the

processes of collection, selection and reflection as the main
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elements of developing a portfolio. In a similar vein, Bullock
and Hawk (2005) argue that a portfolio should include four
necessary components: specific purpose, target audience,
evidence of achievement, and reflection. Amongst these
components, reflection is considered the heart and soul of a
portfolio and without it the portfolio is just a scrapbook
(Kovalchick and Dawson, 2004;Bullock and Hawk,
2005;Barrett, 2010). Reflection enables students to think
about their learning and identify their weaknesses, strengths
and learning needs. It also gives a meaning to the collection
of evidence and justifies the selection of particular pieces of
work as evidence of achieving the learning outcomes
(Gallagher, 2001;Fernsten and Fernsten, 2005). Simply put,
reflection is what makes a portfolio a portfolio (Karlowicz,
2000). This idea is in line with McMullan’s (2003) definition
which focuses on the cognitive and analytical processes
involved in the development of a portfolio. She suggested
that a portfolio is “a collection of evidence, usually in written
form, of both the products and processes of learning. It
attests to achievement and personal and professional
development, by providing critical analysis of its contents”
(McMullan et al., 2003, p.288).

Over the last few decades when the technology moved ahead
and the interest in using electronic media increased,
considerable attention has been paid to the use of electronic
formats of portfolios. E-portfolios are increasingly replacing
paper portfolios in many higher education institutions
including nursing (Skiba, 2005;Garrett and Jackson,
2006;Fawns and McKenzie, 2009). They have been adopted
as tools for demonstrating personal and professional

development and for assessing students’ learning (McMullan
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et al., 2003;Gordon, 2003;Tochel et al., 2009). The
transition from paper portfolios to electronic portfolios was
described as moving from static records to systems that
encourage students to actively and interactively engage in

their learning (Timmins and Dunne, 2009),

E-portfolios have a slightly different definition than paper
portfolios however the overall concept is the same. An e-
portfolio in its simplistic form can be defined as an electronic
platform that can be used to collect, store, organize and
retrieve information such as text, video, audio and graphic
materials or documents (Butler, 2006). This definition is
potentially deceptive, because e-portfolios have evolved from
being mere storage systems to systems of learning,
collaboration, communication and integration of information
(Andre, 2010). This also emphasizes the notion that the
emergence of e-portfolios was not primarily to overcome the
physical limitations of its paper counterparts — the bulkiness
and high volume of paperwork, rather it was mainly because
their additional functionalities and applications that can be of
some pedagogical value (Stefani et al., 2007;Zubizarreta,
2008).

According to the Joint Information System Committee (JISC),
there is no consensus in the literature on the definition of an
e-portfolio. Therefore, JISC recommended that a helpful
starting point to define e-portfolios is to distinguish between
the e-portfolio as a product and as processes, albeit these are
intrinsically linked and interdependent (JISC, 2008a). Thus,
the definition of an e-portfolio should encompass both the
product and process. Based on that, they defined an e-

portfolio as:
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“The product, created by the learner, a collection of digital
artifacts (both formal and informal) articulating
experiences, achievements and learning. Behind any
product, or presentation, lie rich and complex processes of
planning, synthesizing, sharing, discussing, reflecting,
giving, receiving and responding to feedback. These
processes -referred to here as ‘e-portfolio-based learning’
- are the focus of increasing attention, since the process of
learning can be as important as the end product.” (JISC,
2008a, p.6).

The definition by JISC did not clearly mention the multimedia
component in e-portfolios where students can use a variety
of media to record and present their learning. However, this
multimedia media capability was mentioned in an earlier
definition by Abrami and Barrett (2005) who viewed an e-
portfolio as “a digital container capable of storing visual and
auditory content including text, images, video and sound ...
designed to support a variety of pedagogical processes and
assessment purposes” (p.2). A more comprehensive
definition was provided by Challis (2005), who described e-
portfolios in terms of five elements: “(1) selective and
structured collections of information; (2) gathered for specific
purposes and showing/evidence; (3) stored digitally and
managed by appropriate software; (4) developed by using
appropriate multimedia and customarily within a web
environment; and (5) retrieved from a website, or delivered
by CD-ROM or DVD” (p.3). Likewise, Walz (2006) identified
e-portfolios as systems that having the following basic
distinct functions: storage, information management,
connections, communication, and development. In
conclusion, all the aforementioned definitions show that

despite the similarities between paper and electronic
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portfolios, a significant difference still exists in the way an e-
portfolio is developed, updated, stored, accessed, shared and

enriched with multimedia and interactive elements.

2.3 International comparison of e-portfolios drivers
and practices
There has been a growing recognition of the use of e-
portfolios by many organizations and institutions around the
world (McFarlane, 2003). Governmental and academic
policies and practices related to e-portfolios development
differ from one setting to another and can have a significant
impact on their use to support learning, assessment and
employability (Hallam et al., 2010). This sections presents
examples of the policies, practices, drivers, initiatives and
projects related to the use of e-portfolios in different

countries.

2.3.1Europe

A number of international e-portfolio initiatives have been
steady growing over the past few years in Europe. The
development of e-learning technologies and strategies has
led the European Institute for E-Learning (EIfEL) to launch an
international campaign called “eportfolio for all” in 2003. The
main purpose of this campaign was that, in 2010, all
European citizens would have access to an e-portfolio and
enjoy its full benefits (European Institute for E-Learning
(EIfEL), 2008). Europe considered lifelong learning as
significant strategy to support the achievement of its social,
economic and employment goals (Leney et al., 2004;Baris
and Tosun, 2011). In this regard, portfolios were promoted
to be the medium of choice to support lifelong learning in the
21st century (Buzzetto-More, 2010;European Institute for E-
Learning (EIfEL), 2008).
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III

The campaign of “eportfolio for all” has provided a focal point
for other e-portfolio projects and initiatives, for example,
such as European Portfolio Initiatives Coordinating
Committee (EPICC), Europortfolio, Network for Lifelong
Competence Development (TENCompetence) and Europass
(Hallam et al., 2010). The goals of these projects and
initiatives are to encourage the usage of e-portfolios to
transform current practice, improve the quality of lifelong
learning and continuing professional development - beyond
initial and higher education (McAllister et al., 2008;Baris and
Tosun, 2011). They also aim at widening the interest of using
e-portfolios among, employers, career services, and
professional bodies across the European sector and the wider

community (European Institute for E-Learning (EIfEL), 2008).

2.3.2The United Kingdom

The UK is actively engaged in promoting and supporting the
use of portfolios (Hallam et al., 2010;Baris and Tosun, 2011).
The portfolio activity initially was driven by government policy
with the national committee of Inquiry into Higher Education,
chaired by Sir Ron Dearing (1997). The committee
recommended that all students on all taught courses should
have the opportunity to use a progress file as a way to reflect
on their learning and record their Personal Development
Planning (PDP) (Dearing, 1997). Many higher education
institutions in the UK have chosen to use e-portfolios to
support the implementation of progress files and personal
development Planning (PDP) (Frith, 2010).

The UK government policies seem to support the
implementation of e-portfolios, for example, the e-strategy of
the Department for Education and Skills aimed to “Provide a

personalised online learning space for every learner that can
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encompass a personal portfolio” in every school by 2007-08
(Department for Education and Skills, 2005, p.44). Moreover,
the Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC) stated that:
"lifelong and personalised learning policy drivers propose that
all learners should be able to develop, record, re-purpose and
transfer a wide range of information about themselves
electronically, as they progress through different levels and
episodes of learning, training and employment” (JISC,
2006,P.1).

However, the interest in using e-portfolios in the UK has not
just been driven by top down policies and projects (Hallam et
al., 2010). The growing need within higher education
institutions for widening participation, promoting lifelong
learning, improving employability, supporting personalized
learning and promoting reflective practice especially in
healthcare disciplines have also contributed to widening the
interest in using e-portfolio (JISC, 2008b;Joyes et al., 2010).

It has been proposed that e-portfolios serve a range of
purposes across the different life stages, for example, support
application for jobs and education , facilitate the transition
between institutions and different stages of education,
support formative and summative assessment, support
learning through reflection and discussion, and provide
evidence for personal and continuing professional learning
(JISC, 2007). Therefore, their value has been recognized by
stakeholders in educational institutions, employers and policy

makers (Moores and Parks, 2010).

2.3.3Australia
The interest in using e-portfolios in Australian educational
institutions arose from the need to implement the policy of

the Australian Federal Government which seeks to “enhance
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the quality of education, encourage widened access to
education opportunities, and stimulate integration between
vocational education and training and higher education in
order to support innovation and productivity to ensure
ongoing national economic development and growth” (Hallam
etal., 2010, p.295). It was argued that e-portfolios could play
an important role in linking education and employment
sectors in a useful way by promote lifelong and life-wide
learning (Barrett, 2008; Weber and Evans, 2011)

In 2008, the Australian Learning and Teaching Council (ATLC)
has demonstrated its support to investigate the area of e-
portfolio through funding the “Australian eportfolio Project”
which focuses on researching e-portfolios in education,
employment and the community. This project then led to the
development of the Australian eportfolio Community of
Practice (McAllister et al., 2008;Hallam et al., 2010;Weber
and Evans, 2011). The project was led by the Queensland
University of Technology, in collaboration with University of
Melbourne, University of Wollongong and University of New
England. The goals of the project were to provide an overview
of the national and international context related to the e-
portfolio development and practices as well as offer guidance
and recommendations about future opportunities for e-
portfolio development (Mccowan et al., 2005;Lambert and
Corrin, 2007;Hallam et al., 2008;Rowley, 2016). The ultimate
aim of the project was to increase e-portfolio engagement in
Australian higher education and to positon Australia in the

international eportfolio scene (McAllister et al., 2008).

In 2005, the Australian Flexible Learning Framework began
to provide resources and funding for a number of e-portfolio

projects, activities and initiatives in the Vocational Education
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and Training (VET) sector in response to the growing use of
e-portfolios in education, training and employment (Perry and
Framework, 2009;Harris et al., 2012). There have been also
other e-portfolio initiatives related to career and employment
in higher education. These initiatives were a response to the
call from Australian employers for job-ready graduates
(McAllister et al., 2008;Hallam et al., 2010). According to a
survey prepared for the Business, Industry and Higher
Education Collaboration Council, employers "“generally
favoured the ePortfolio approach as a means to obtain a more
informed picture of a candidate than is usually provided in a
traditional curriculum vitae” (Precision Consultancy,
2007,p.42).

All these projects and initiatives were in line with the move
towards student-centred learning, the increased focus on the
reflective practice and lifelong learning with strong digital
literacy and employability skills (Hunter, 2012;Galatis et al.,
2009). By 2011, most universities have implemented an e-
portfolio system to some degree whether it was open source,
commercial or in-house developed system (Hunter,
2012;Hains-Wesson et al., 2014;Rowley, 2016).

2.3.4The United States

In the US, there are hundreds of colleges and universities
adopting e-portfolios for a variety of purposes, for example,
enhancing learning and assessment (Goldsmith, 2007) and
support students’ career planning and transition to
professional roles (Lumsden, 2007). In the early years of the
e-portfolio movement in the US, e-portfolios were adopted by
some small liberal arts colleges such as Alverno College,
kalamazoo College, and Messiah College. Today, e-portfolios

are adopted by a wide range of higher education institutions
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such as community colleges, liberal arts school, and public
and private universities (Clark and Eynon, 2009). In these
institutions, e-portfolios have been adapted to the needs of
students, programs, disciplines and institutional cultures
(Cambridge et al., 2001).

The rapid growth in using e-portfolios in the US over the past
ten years was driven by three major forces: the pedagogical
shift to student-centred learning in higher education, the
increased use of web based technologies and digital
communication, and the fluidity in education and
employability where students and professionals need “an
education passport,” to represent their learning and carry it
with them as they move from one institution to another (Clark
and Eynon, 2009).

In some areas in the US, e-portfolio has been extensively
used. For example, in the Minnesota state, there are over
100,000 e-portfolio users in the eFolio Minnestota system,
which is available to all state residents to showcase their
personal and professional development (Clark and Eynon,
2009;Cambridge, 2008). In New York, LaGuardia Community
College has created one of the country’s largest e-portfolio
initiatives. Since 2002, more than 17,000 LaGuardia students

have created e-portfolios (Bass and Eynon, 2009).

The Inter/National Coalition for Electronic Portfolio Research
is a non-profit organization based in the US but with
international partners (McAllister et al., 2008;Cambridge et
al., 2009). This organization is dedicated to conducting
research on the impact of e-portfolios on student learning and
educational outcomes. Each year 10 educational institutions
are selected through an application process, on a three year

rotation. Each institution works on an individual project with
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the aim of collecting data to answer these questions: "What
learning is taking place as a function of electronic portfolios?"
and "How do we know?" (Inter/National Coalition For
Electronic Portfolio Research, 2003). Examples of member
institutions in the Inter/National Coalition are Bowling Green
University, the University of Michigan, and Indiana
University—Purdue University Indianapolis (IUPUI). These
universities are using e-portfolios as part of their assessment

approaches.

2.4 Theoretical basis of portfolios

The theoretical underpinnings for the use and development of
portfolios lie in @a number of theories, for example, the theory
of Andragogy espoused by Knowles (1973), constructivism,
Kolb’s experiential learning theory (1984), and theories of
reflective practice such as Schén (1983), (Moon, 1999b) and
other models. The assumptions and premises of each of these

theories are presented in details in this section

2.4.1 Adult learning theory: Andragogy

The first theoretical approach to portfolios assumes that
students are adult learners who are self-directed individuals
(Dearman et al., 2014). In one of the best known theories of
adult learning, Andragogy, Knowles (1984) argued that
adults can learn best when they: are actively engaged in their
learning and motivated to learn by internal incentives such
as: desire to achieve; curiosity, boosting self-esteem,
achieving self-actualization and obtaining recognition and
appreciation for their contribution and effort. Knowles (1984)
also argued that the learn best when they are given the
opportunity to autonomously make decisions regarding how
they learn, take responsibility for their own learning, perceive

learning as relevant to their needs and interests, and use the
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existing knowledge and experience they gained throughout

their life and apply it to their current learning experiences

However, it is difficult to conclude that all adult learners have
strong adult learning tendencies or possess all the above
mentioned qualities (Cayne, 1995). In this regard, portfolios
are being proposed as tools that can help in nurturing and
developing these qualities (Brown, 2002;Dearman et al.,
2014). For instance, the purposes and the developmental and
dynamic nature of portfolios have been seen to encourage
students to actively engage in, and take charge of their
learning (McMullan et al., 2003;Schmitz et al., 2010). The
process of developing portfolios requires students to analyse
and reflect on their learning in order to better understand
their strengths and weaknesses and set goals and develop
action plans for improvement (Gonzalez, 2009;Rhodes,
2010;Schmitz et al., 2010;Meyer et al., 2011;Crist and
Scaffa, 2012). Hence, portfolios have the potential to
stimulate and facilitate the development of self-awareness
and self-directed characteristics (David et al., 2001;Supiano
et al., 2002;Barrett, 2010;Welsh, 2012;Yastibas and
Yastibas, 2015).

2.4.2 Constructivism

Pedagogically, preparing a portfolio is considered as a
constructivist learning activity (Paulson et al., 1991;Barrett
and Carney, 2005;Mazlan et al., 2015). Similar to Knowles
theory of andragogy, the constructivist learning theory places
an emphasis on the learner being actively involved in the
learning  process (Von  Glasersfeld, 1989;Wertsch,
1997;Applefield et al.,, 2000;Reinders, 2010). The
constructivist approach to learning emerged from the work of

previous psychologists, such as, (Bruner, 1966), Piaget
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(1973) and (Vygotsky, 1978) who proposed that human
learning is constructed, in that learners construct new
knowledge and make new meanings upon the foundation of
their previous learning. According to this perspective, the role
of the educators is facilitating and promoting experiences that
lead to growth (Phillips, 1995;Applefield et al., 2000;Ornstein
and Hunkins, 2004).

According to the constructivist learning approach, making
new meaning and constructing new knowledge require
learners to articulate and reflect on their previous
experiences and existing knowledge (Bereiter,
1994;Jonassen et al., 1995;Duffy and Jonassen, 2013). It is
through the reflection on existing knowledge to create new
knowledge that learners will be able to advance their
cognitive structure (Reinders, 2010). This means that
learners are not just passive receivers of knowledge rather
they become active, reflective, knowledge builders and
information architects (Phillips, 1995;Stefani et al,,
2007;Wang, 2014). Learning environments are to be
considered constructivist only if they enable learners to
construct their own meaning and understanding of what they
learn and experience instead of encouraging them to rely on
the teachers’ knowledge and interpretation (Jonassen et al.,
1995;Leask and Younie, 2001;Huang, 2002;Noel, 2015).

Learning portfolios provide a constructivist learning
environment for students where they can actively engage in
their learning through discovery, reflection, reasoning
discussion, and collaborative reflection (Wong et al.,,
2007;Stefani et al., 2007;Buzzetto-More, 2010;Mazlan et al.,
2015). They enable students to take charge of collecting

evidence of their learning, reflect on their work and
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experience, think about what they have learned and link it to
their prior learning, identify their future learning needs and
set goals and make plans for improvement accordingly
(Paulson et al., 1991;Tiwari and Tang, 2003;Zubizarreta,
2008;McMullan, 2008;Pincombe et al., 2010;Thanaraj,
2012). They also enable students to collaborate and share
their work and knowledge with others and receive feedback
which they can use to build and broaden their knowledge
(Zhang et al., 2010;Huang, 2012;0akley et al., 2014).

Wang (2007), in his qualitative case study to investigate the
students’ roles and attributes in the development of an
electronic portfolio, concluded that portfolio development was
consistent with constructivist learning theory. The findings of
the study indicated that the process of creating the portfolio
enabled students to shift from being passive to being active,
independent learners who autonomously can construct their
own learning. It was through the ability to autonomously
make decisions regarding the selection and presentation of
evidence as well as the interaction with others, knowledge
was created or modified. In summary, the process of creating
portfolios allows students to be the driving force of their
learning through forcing them to continuously construct and
revisit their own knowledge and beliefs depending on what
they already know and had experienced (Barrett,
2005;Wang, 2007;Stefani et al., 2007).

2.4.3 Experiential learning: Kolb’s Ilearning cycle
(1984)

The use of portfolios lies also in the experiential learning

approach where learners are actively engaged in direct

experiences, critical analysis and reflection to transform these

experience into learning (Brown, 2002;McMullan et al.,
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2003;Dearman et al., 2014). While there are several models
of experiential learning, Kolb’s (1984) model of experiential
learning is the most widely known and used as a conceptual
basis for the process of developing a portfolio (Brown,
2002;Gray, 2008;Brown, 2010;Andre and Heartfield, 2011).
As shown in figure 2.1, Kolb’s model is expressed as four-
stage cycle of learning in which learner’'s “concrete
experience” provides a basis for “observations and
reflections” on the nature and meaning of the experience.
These reflections are then assimilated into new “abstract
concepts” or modified the existing ones to form a
“generalization” about the experience. Then, learners can
“actively experiment” these concepts and apply them to new

experiences (Kolb, 1984).

Stage 1
/’ Experience\
Stage 4 Stage 2
Testing out implications Reflection on experience

of concepts in new situations
\ Stage 3

Abstract concept formation
and generalizations

Figure 2.1: Kolb’s experiential learning cycle

Kolb’s model suggests, and others concur, that any
experience, whether in classrooms, practice or online, cannot
be considered a learning experience without critical reflection
(Boud, 1993;Brown, 2002). As John Dewey once said, “We
do not learn from experience ... we learn from reflecting on
experience.” (Dewey, 1933, p.78). Similarly, Gibbs (1988)
added that “It is not sufficient simply to have an experience
in order to learn. Without reflecting on this experience it may

quickly be forgotten, or its learning potential lost. It is from
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the feelings and thoughts emerging from this reflection that
generalisations or concepts can be generated. And it is
generalisations that allow new situations to be tackled
effectively.” (Gibbs, 1988, p.9).

That being said, portfolios are described as flexible tools that
invite students to actively engage in a process of critical
reflection on their experiences and self-evaluation of their
own progress and development (Zubizarreta, 2008). Writing
reflection is considered to be a critical component of any
portfolio development (Green et al., 2014). However, it is not
the product that makes a portfolio a powerful reflection tool,
rather it is the process of developing it that provides students
with an appropriate context in which they can freely and
consciously reflect on their experiences and analyse their
collection of evidence that represent those experiences
(Cambridge, 2001;Chen et al., 2005). This reflective
component in the portfolio also prompts students to make
meaningful connections between different learning
experiences— For instance, connections between experiences
acquired from practice settings and those acquired in
classrooms. Hence, students can test and apply theoretical
concepts into new experiences in practice and draw
connections between theory and practice (Murray,
1994;Joyce, 2005;Brown, 2010).

2.4.4 Reflection and reflective practice

Reflection, besides being an essential stage in Kolb’s learning
cycle, is regarded by many authors as an essential
characteristic of professional competence and a foundation of
continuous development (Argyris and Schoén, 1974;Boud et
al., 1985;Challis, 1999;Mann et al., 2009). Reflection is

considered as a process or activity that is central to promote
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practice (Dewey, 1933;Loughran, 1996;Bolton, 2005;Johns,
2013) and prepare healthcare professionals to address and
adapt to today’s complex and changing healthcare
environment (Mann et al., 2009;Jasper et al., 2013). It has
been a formal requirement that nurses and other healthcare
professionals provide evidence of reflective practice as a part
of their licensing, continuous professional development, and
revalidation processes (NMC, 2004;HPC, 2004;GMC, 2004).
Thus, they are always encouraged and are expected to be
reflective practitioners (Somerville and Keeling, 2004;Finlay,
2008;Johns, 2013).

An early definition by Dewey (1933) described reflection as
“an active, persistent and careful consideration of any belief
or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds
that support it and the further conclusion to which it tends”
(p.9). This definition shows that being reflective means that
individuals need to deliberately and constantly contemplate
and examine their knowledge, assumptions, values and
beliefs in order to learn, change and develop (Jiang, 2013).
Reflection is mainly associated with the act of thinking and
contemplating about one’s thoughts, experience, events, and
behaviours (Leitch and Day, 2000). It requires individuals to
think about what they have done, why they have done it, and
what were the outcomes (Bullock and Hawk, 2005). By doing
this, they can gain a deeper understanding of their
experience, better understand themselves as learners, build
on their existing strengths and work on their weaknesses,
thus, take appropriate future actions (Somerville and Keeling,
2004;Mann et al., 2009;Paterson and Chapman, 2013).

Reflection is widely acknowledged as an essential element of

the portfolio development (Green et al., 2014;Tisani, 2008).
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As mentioned earlier in this chapter, without reflection, the
portfolio is no more than just a scrapbook that does not give
any insight into the collection of evidence included. It enables
students to explain and articulate the purpose and value of
each piece of evidence in the portfolio (Kovalchick and
Dawson, 2004;Bullock and Hawk, 2005;Barrett, 2010).
Equally important, the portfolio itself provides students with
the means as well as the space to view a comprehensive and
cohesive picture of their learning hence be able to review and
reflect on their own progress and development (Challis,
1999;David et al., 2001;Barrett, 2005). The process of
creating a portfolio also stimulates students to reflect as
stated by Wolf and Dietz (1998):

“A portfolio is reflective. More than anything else, the
portfolio process should inspire reflection— alone and in
the company of others, in writing and in
conversation...Reflective commentaries by the portfolio
owner are essential companion pieces to artifacts...With
reflection, the portfolio can become an episode of
learning; without reflection, the portfolio may be little

more than an exercise in amassing papers” (p.14)

2.4.4.1 Models and conceptions of reflection

The demand for better reflective practice has tended to
generate more models, conceptions, and typologies of
reflection that are still actually relevant across different
professional boundaries (Fook et al., 2006;Finlay,
2008;Johns, 2013;Barksby et al., 2014). In this section, the
most common reflection models and typologies are

presented.
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Schon’s (1983) concept of reflection-on-action and in-action

Dewey’s ideas about reflection provided a basis for the
concept of “reflective practice” and “reflective practitioner”
which were coined and popularized by Schén (1983). In his
book, “The reflective practitioner: how professionals think in
action”, Schén (1983) defines reflective practice as a
thoughtful process by which practitioners become aware of
their tacit knowledge and apply it to practice in order to gain
a deeper understanding of their experience. He also asserts
that practitioners need to reflect on their experience in
different ways at different times depending on the context
that may demand a certain type of reflection (Schon,
1983;Leitch and Day, 2000). Schon (1983) identifies two
fundamental forms or types of reflection: reflection-on-action
and reflection-in-action. In reflection-on-action, practitioners
deliberately look back and analyse their experiences and
actions that have occurred in the past in order to learn and
gain new insights, hence, improve their future professional
practice (Schén, 1983;Finlay, 2008;Schén, 1987). With
reflection-in-action, on the other hand, practitioners reflect
on their experiences and actions as they occur. They attend
to what they see and feel in their current situation, focusing
on and thinking about their responses and linking it to their
prior experiences (Schén, 1983;Schén, 1987;Lyons, 2010).
In short, reflection-on-action refers to a post hoc process of
reflection (thinking after the event) while reflection-in-action
refers to a real time process of reflection, thinking on one’s
foot and improvising on the spot (thinking while doing).
However, both are interconnected and take place in a cyclical
manner. (Schén, 1983;Stickley and Basset, 2007;Finlay,
2008;Lyons, 2010).
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Schon introduced the concept of “professional artistry”— a
concept he contrasted with “technical rationality”, as a base
for gaining and applying professional knowledge in
experience Schoén (1983,1987). Technical rationality is a
positivistic approach to professional practice whereby
practitioners can solve problems by following a set of
procedures and rigorous application of scientific methods
(Thompson and Thompson, 2008). This approach appears to
favour the use of established protocols in all situations over
the intuitive thinking of practitioners (Finlay, 2008). A
modern example of the technical rationality approach is the
evidence based practice and best practice movement (Finlay,
2008;Knott and Scragg, 2016). Schon criticises this approach
because it does not “account for practical competence in
divergent situations” (Schén, 1983, p 49). He argues that
knowledge that is derived from this approach is context-free
and ignored the context of real practice, while, professional
practice is complex, challenging, diverse, messy, and
unpredictable. Thus, in order to understand and learn from
such complex experience, practitioners need to be able to do
more than just follow a set of rules and procedures (Schon,
1983;Stickley and Basset, 2007;Green et al., 2014).

Practitioners, from Schon’s perspective, do not make
decisions based solely on technical rationality, rather they
draw on both their knowledge base as well as their practical
experience (Fook et al.,, 2006;Stickley and Basset,
2007;Green et al., 2014). For this reason, Schon rejects the
idea of using technical rationality as the foundation of
professional knowledge and practice. Instead, he advocates
the use of professional artistry approach which focuses more

on the value of the insights that come from practitioners’
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direct involvement in experience (Schén, 1983;Schon,
1987;Green et al., 2014). He went on to describe professional
artistry as the “kinds of competence practitioners sometimes
display in unique, uncertain, and conflicted situations of
practice” (Schén, 1987, p.22).

According to Schén (1983,1987), reflection-in-action and
reflection-on-action, together, form the “professional
artistry” of the reflective practitioner. They are both needed
if practitioners are to practice effectively, learn from their
experience, refine their actions and adapt practice
accordingly instead of just repeating the same actions in

every experience (Finlay, 2008;Barker, 2009).

Moon’s conception of reflection

While Schén (1983) focuses on the role of reflection in the
development of professional knowledge, Moon (1999a)
focuses more on the relationship between reflection and
learning and its role in the learning process. Moon describes
reflection as “a form of mental processing— like a form of
thinking— that we use to fulfil a purpose or to achieve some
anticipated outcome. It is applied to relatively complicated or
unstructured ideas for which there is not an obvious solution
and is largely based on the further processing of knowledge
and understanding and possibly emotions that we already
possess” (Moon, 2004, p.84).

Moon’s work on reflection is informed by the surface-deep
continuum of approaches to learning that was developed by
Marton and Saljoé (1976), Biggs (1987), and Entwistle (1997).
This continuum starts with a “surface” approach to learning
on one end and a “deep” approach to learning on the other

end. A surface approach to learning is where the learner is
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only concerned with memorizing the facts and the superficial
aspect of the material, not trying to link it to previous
knowledge and understandings. A deep approach, on the
other hand, involves learners seeking to understand the
meaning of the material and integrate it into previous
knowledge and ideas. In this deep approach, knowledge is
analysed and evaluated, links and patterns are identified, and
understanding is altered if necessary (Entwistle, 1997;Moon,
2004). Informed by these two approaches to learning, Moon
(1999b) identifies five stages of learning along the
continuum. The first two stages ‘noticing” and ‘making sense’
are described as surface learning and guided by the learners
current cognitive structure. In the third stage, ‘making
meaning’, potential for deep learning arises when learners
understand the new material and accommodate it to their
existing knowledge and understanding. The fourth and fifth
stages, “working with meaning” and “transformative
learning”, are described as deep learning stages where Moon
underlines the role and importance of reflection. In these last
two stages, leaners deeply understand the new material and
can use it to alter and restructure their cognitive structure
(Moon, 2004;Taylor et al., 2015).

Reflection is regarded as an effective learning strategy that
can promote these deep approaches to learning (Moon,
1999b; Murphy and Calway, 2007;Zubizarreta,
2008;Paterson and Chapman, 2013). The key role of
reflection in engaging learners in deeper and meaningful

learning is underlined by Moon (2005) who asserts that :

“Reflection is not just an ‘add-on-extra’ to academic
learning, but it is an essential component of good quality

learning and the representation of that

34



learning...Relating new material to what one knows
already may mean reflecting on what one knows and

modifying it (deep approach)” (p.2)

Other reflection models and frameworks

Inspired by Dewy, Schon and Moon’s work on reflection, a
number of models, sometimes known as frameworks, have
been proposed as tools for structured reflection across
different professional disciplines (Finlay, 2008). Examples of
these models are: Borton (1970), Boud et al. (1985), Gibbs
(1988), Atkins and Murphy (1993), and (Johns, 2013). The
stages of reflection in each of these models are shown in table
2.1. These models vary in their structure, format, complexity,
and level of description and criticality needed to reflect on an
experience (Jasper, 2003;Forrest, 2008;Barksby et al.,
2014). However, most of them are cyclical in nature and tend
to focus on reflection as a being retrospective activity. They
act as a structured forms to guide the process of reflection
(Finlay, 2008;Johns, 2013).

Different reflection models are needed for different types of
learners, at different stages, and for different professions
(Finlay, 2008;Jasper et al., 2013). Learners may be asked to
use a specific model or they can choose to use one based on
their personal preferences (Barksby et al., 2014). However,
if used unthinkably without knowing the purpose and
perspective of each model, they defeat the purpose and make
reflection more superficial and mechanical (Johns, 2013).
Therefore, reflection models should be used purposefully,
selectively and thoughtfully (Finlay, 2008;Johns,
2013;Threlfall, 2014).
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2.5 Professionalism and reflective practice

Reflective practice is increasingly seen as a key for both the
development and maintenance of professionalism. It is
considered as a necessary component of becoming a
professional (Lundberg, 1991;Wear, 1997;Finlay,
2008;Horlick et al., 2009). While the acquisition of knowledge
and technical skills is essential in all healthcare professions,
including nursing, demonstrating the attitude and behaviours
of a professional is equally important (Adams and Miller,
2001;Morrow et al., 2011). Nurses are expected to apply and
demonstrate the attributes of professionalism in their
everyday practice (Miller, 1988; Sullivan, 1995;Adams and
Miller, 2001;NMAHP Professionalism Report, 2012).

There are different perspectives on what professionalism
means in different fields, however, all definitions imply that
professionalism encompasses a number of general different
behaviours and attributes that together define a professional
(Young et al., 2009). As early as 1910, Abraham Flexner
studied a wide variety of disciplines including medicine and
identified several attributes that define the core
characteristics of professionalism, which are still valid until

today and can be applied to a variety of professions.
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Table 2.1: Examples of reflection models

Borton (1970)

Boud’s et al (1985)

Gibbs’s reflective cycle
(1988)

Atkins
(1993)

and Murphy

Johns (2013)

16t edition

1- What?

This is the description and
self-awareness level of
reflection. This includes
describing the
event/experience in
details by asking
questions as: what

happened? What did 1
and others do?

2- So what?

This is the analysis and

evaluation level of
reflection. This level
includes looking deeper

at the meaning behind

the experience/event.
Examples of helpful
questions include: So

1- Experience(s)

- Behaviour

- Ideas

- Feelings

2- Reflective
processes

- Return to experience.

- Attend to feelings

- Re-evaluation of the
experience'

3- Outcomes

- New perspective

- Change in behaviour

- Readiness for
application

- Commitment to action

1- Description of the
event: what
happened?

2- Feelings: what were
you thinking and
feelings?

3- Evaluation: what
was good or bad
about the situation?

4- Analysis: what sense
can you make of the
situation?

5- Conclusion: what

else you could have
done?

1- Awareness of
uncomfortable feelings
and thoughts

2- Describe the
situation including
feelings, thoughts,

salient events and key
features.

3- Analyse feelings and
knowledge relevant
to the situation:
identify knowledge,
challenge
assumptions,
and
assumptions.

imagine
explore

4- Evaluate the
relevance of
knowledge: does it

help to explain/solve

1- Preparatory phase
- Bring the mind home

2- Descriptive phase
- Focus on description
the experience

3- Reflective phase
-How did I and others
feel and respond to a

particular  situation?
Why did we feel that
way?

- What assumptions
governed my practice
and influenced the
way I felt and
responded.

- What were the

consequences of my
actions?
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what is the importance of
this experience? What is
my understanding of it?
What have I learnt? What
more do I need to know
about it? What could I
have differently?

3- Now what?

This is the synthesis and
action oriented level of
reflection. This includes
asking questions such as
what actions do I need to
do to make things better?
What might be the
consequences of these
actions?

6- Action plan:
arose again,
would you do?

if it
what

the problem? How
complete was your use
of knowledge?

5- Identify any
learning which has
occurred?

- How does this
situation connect with
previous experiences?

4- Anticipatory phase

-How I might reframe
the situation in order
to respond more
effectively?

-What would be the
consequences of
responding
differently?

- What factors might
constraint me
responding in new
ways?

5- Insight phase
- What insight have 1
gained?
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Examples of these attributes are autonomy, specialized
knowledge, competence, commitment, transparency,
integrity, altruism (Flexner, 2002). In nursing, Barbara Miller
made a significant contribution to the knowledge on
professionalism when she developed a model called the
“wheel of professionalism in nursing” (Miller, 1988). The hub
of the wheel depicts two essential attributes Miller considered
necessary to demonstrate professionalism in nursing:
education in a university setting and a scientific background
in nursing. The spokes of the wheel represent behaviours and
characteristics of a professional nurse. These behaviours are:
‘Autonomy and Self-regulation’, ‘Adherence to Code for
Nurses’, Development and use of Theory and Research’,
‘Professional Organization Participation’, ‘Community Service
Orientation’, ‘Continuing Education and Competence’ and

‘Publication and Communication’ (Miller, 1988).

Over the last decades, there have been several attempts to
provide a broader yet sufficiently detailed definition of
professionalism to guide healthcare professionals in today’s
complex healthcare environment (Salloch et al., 2016). A
well-known example is Swick (2000) who developed a
normative definition of medical professionalism which can be
applied to other healthcare professions. Swick described
medical professionalism as “a spectrum of behaviours that
individual physicians should demonstrate if they are to
successfully meet their obligations to their patients, to their
communities and to their profession” (Swick, 2000, p 616).
All professional attributes and behaviours should be
incorporated in all aspects of the professionals’ job including
their relationship with patients and their relatives, with their

colleagues, managers, and organizations (Young et al.,
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2009;Alidina, 2013). Patients and other service users expect
professionals to demonstrate certain professional attributes

while they providing care (Alidina, 2013).

There has been a growing evidence that professionalism has
become an important subject that should be addressed and
taught explicitly to students and practitioners (Cruess and
Cruess, 1997;Swick et al., 1999; Whitcomb, 2002;Cruess and
Cruess, 2012). Students need to develop appropriate
professional attitudes, behaviours and identity as equally as
learning clinical knowledge and skills in order to attain
professional competence (Shumway and Harden, 2003;Rejon
and Watts, 2013). Developing these attitudes and behaviours
in students is vital because it can help to produce safe
practitioners who are prepared to meet the demands and
expectations of the societies they serve (Wynd,
2003;Papadakis et al., 2004;Mossop and Cobb, 2013).

Until the last decade, professionalism was taught and learnt
through role models where students learn appropriate
professional attitudes and behaviour by shadowing and
observing practitioners in clinical placements (Wright et al.,
1998;Kenny et al., 2003;Cruess and Cruess, 2008;Cruess
and Cruess, 2012). While role-modelling is still a powerful
method to learn and teach professionalism, relying solely on
it is no longer sufficient because of the possible adverse effect
of negative role modelling — role models who do not meet the
desirable professional standards (Cruess and Cruess,
1997;Cruess and Cruess, 2012). It has been therefore
recommended that the use of role models should be
combined by other active learning methods such as

experiential learning and reflective practice (Coulehan,
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2005;Huddle, 2005;Cruess and Cruess, 2006;Wald et al.,
2009;Cruess and Cruess, 2012).

Evidence from previous studies suggest that reflective
practice plays a valuable role in fostering the development of
professionalism in healthcare professions (Branch Jr et al.,
2001;Hill-Sakurai et al., 2008;Horlick et al., 2009). Students
should be exposed to a wide variety of clinical experiences
where they are encouraged to reflect on what they have
observed in practitioners’ behaviours. The act of reflection
helps student to recognize both appropriate and inappropriate
professional standards, behaviours and attitudes thus identify
for themselves what constitutes professional behaviours
(Shapiro et al., 2006;Wald et al., 2009;Cruess and Cruess,
2012).

Inquiring into in the literature, portfolios are one of the
possible tools and methods that can be used as an effective
way for facilitating learning and assessment of
professionalism (David et al., 2001;Lee et al., 2007;Kalet et
al., 2007). Developing a portfolio encourages students to
reflect on the process of becoming a professional; identify
their strengths and areas that needs development and plan
for improvement. It also provides them with a repository in
which they can gather a tangible evidence of their
development of professional attitudes and behaviours (Lee et
al., 2007;Kalet et al., 2007;Dannefer and Prayson, 2013). For
assessment, portfolios can be a powerful tool for assessing
the excellence and deficiencies related to students’
professional development (David et al., 2001;Kalet et al.,
2007). The variety of evidence students include in their
portfolios accompanied by critical self-reflection on their

development, when reviewed by assessors, has the potential
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to show whether students succeeded or failed to learn the
desired professional behaviours and values (Kalet et al.,
2007;Lee et al., 2007). The portfolio assessment process
provides both students and educators a safe way to identify
any inappropriate behaviours and attitudes in practice and set

plans to correct them (David et al., 2001).

2.6 Hidden curriculum in healthcare professional
education
A great emphasis has been placed on integrating
professionalism into the curricula of many educational
programs in nursing and other healthcare professions. In
these curricula students are explicitly taught the ideal
professional behaviours which they should strive to achieve
and demonstrate in their practice (Branch Jr et al.,
2001;Gracey et al., 2005;Masella, 2007;Mossop and Cobb,
2013). In clinical training, students are exposed to a wide
variety of experiences where they see a range of good role
models who demonstrate excellent professional standards.
However, because of the unpredictable and diverse nature of
clinical environment students also might meet some negative
role models whose attitude and behaviours conflict with what
they are being explicitly taught about professionalism in
classrooms (O'Sullivan et al., 2012;Gaiser, 2009). This
means that students learn professionalism not only from the
formal explicit curriculum but also from the community of
practice in which they participate (Gaiser, 2009;Mossop and
Cobb, 2013;Langendyk et al., 2016). This has been known as
hidden curriculum (Hafferty and Franks, 1994;Stern, 1998).

Hidden curriculum can be defined as “a set of influences that
functions at the level of organizational structure and culture”
(Hafferty and Franks, 1994, p.404). Hidden curriculum
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encompasses various influences such as role models,
unwritten and unofficial cultural and social rules, rituals,
regulations, values, perspectives, and norms (Hafferty and
Franks, 1994;0'Sullivan et al., 2012). It is possible that these
influences undermine the process of learning and developing
appropriate professional behaviours especially if they are
inconsistent with what is taught in the formal curriculum
(Pololi and Price, 2000;D’eon et al., 2007). In a survey study
conducted in 23 medical schools in the UK, the researchers
reported that the hidden curriculum Ilessened the
effectiveness of the formal teaching of professionalism
through giving the students conflicting messages to what was
taught. Thus, the influence of hidden curriculum should not

be underestimated (Stephenson et al., 2006).

In any educational program that espouses professionalism,
the hidden curriculum must be addressed to reduce its
undermining effect to ensure the desired professional
behaviours and values are fostered (Cruess and Cruess,
2012). A number of strategies haven been identified in the
literature to facilitate unveiling the hidden curriculum (Bogo
and Wayne, 2013). Among these strategies is self-reflection
which has been recognized for its importance in making the
hidden messages, students received during interactions,
explicit and subject to analysis and discussion with others
(Gaiser, 2009;Gaufberg et al., 2010;Mossop and Cobb,
2013;Langendyk et al., 2016).

In his theory of transformative learning, Mezirow (1997)
argues that critical reflection involves learners’ critique and
interpretation of the assumptions, beliefs, values, ideas, and
habits of minds that are tacitly acquired or communicated to

them. He asserts that self-reflection can lead to ‘perspective
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transformation’ and challenge learners to see the world from
different  perspective through revealing inaccurate
assumptions and correcting distortions in beliefs (Mezirow,
1990). Therefore, he regards self-reflection as a key
characteristic of transformative learning —"'the social process
of construing and appropriating a new or revised
interpretation of the meaning of one’s experience as a guide
to action” (Mezirow, 1994, p.222). Drawing on this theory,
self-reflection empowers students to think critically and
question the attitudes, behaviours and values of their role
models and challenge the existing cultural norms rather than
take them for granted (Bekas, 2013;Langendyk et al., 2016).
This way, students are able to distinguish between
appropriate and inappropriate behaviours and become aware
of the conflicting, perhaps unspoken, messages in clinical
practice (Hafferty and Levinson, 2008;Martimianakis et al.,
2009;0’Callaghan, 2013). It is therefore reasonable to say
that self-reflection enables students to have a true
understanding of professionalism and develop their
professionally identity (Gaiser, 2009;Mossop and Cobb,
2013).

Portfolios can be valuable tools to track the hidden curriculum
as it unfolds (Phillips, 2009). A portfolio provides a safe
opportunity for students to reflect on the different types of
role models, the positives and negatives, they come across
during their clinical training (Wong and Trollope-Kumar,
2014). The reflective narratives in the portfolio can provide a
window into how students’ develop their professional identity

and resist the negative impact of hidden curriculum
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2.7 Changes in professional practice across
professions

Healthcare professionals, including nurses, have legal and
ethical obligations both as a member of their professions and
as individuals (Slomka et al., 2008;Bell, 2015). They have
significant responsibilities in terms of providing appropriate
healthcare interventions with the aim of protecting patients
from the effect of illness and disability (Peate, 2013;Andre
and Heartfield, 2016). The provision of care has become more
complex as professionals practice in an environment of
constant change. Changes in healthcare environment have
come about for number of reasons, for example, the rapid
development and use of technology and pharmacology, the
increased vulnerable populations with complex conditions and
the constant change in healthcare systems and practitioners
roles (Hughes, 2008;0’Grady, 2008;Great Britain: Law
Commission, 2012). There has been also some external
pressure on healthcare professionals to demonstrate the
appropriateness of their clinical and professionals decisions
(Flottorp et al., 2010;Andre and Heartfield, 2011). In 2004,
the World Health Organization (WHO) launched the World
Alliance for Patient Safety to protect patients from any
potential harms of treatment (World Health Organization,
2004). In response, many countries have established a range
of national healthcare safety and quality mechanisms with a
clear message that professional competence and ongoing
education impact directly on patient safety (Porter,
2008;Andre and Heartfield, 2016).

It is, therefore, deemed important for professionals to
develop and constantly update their professional knowledge

and competence to cope with these demands and the
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complexities of modern professional practice in order to
provide safe and effective care (Gallagher, 2007;Birchenall
and Adams, 2011;Giri et al., 2012). Professionals, therefore,
need to become lifelong learners and, in doing so, they must
engage in continuing professional development (CPD), reflect
on their own practice and take action to address identified
learning needs (Comfort and Abrahamson, 2010;Neimeyer
and Taylor, 2012). CPD includes all the activities, both formal
and informal, that healthcare professionals undertake to
develop, enhance and build on their existing knowledge and
skills (Gitonga and Muriuki, 2014). CPD is “a systematic and
ongoing process of education, in-service training, learning,
and support activities that build on initial education and
training to ensure continuing competence, extend knowledge
and skills to new responsibilities or changing roles, and
increase personal and professional effectiveness” (Giri et al.,
2012, P.1).

Pre-registration education prepare professionals for practice
at the time of registration, whereas CPD is considered as an
integral requirement for the process of revalidation or
renewal of registration in order to remain registered
(Kostrzewski et al., 2008;Birchenall and Adams, 2011). All
professional bodies and associations around the world set out
specific standards and expectations for healthcare
professionals to meet in order to ensure protection of the
public. Accordingly, all healthcare professionals have an
ongoing responsibility to engage in CPD and lifelong learning
in order to meet these expectations and standards (NMC,
2004;GMC, 2004;ANCC, 2014).

One of the effective ways to demonstrate that these

standards and requirements are being met is to maintain a
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professional portfolio (Birchenall and Adams, 2011;Andre and
Heartfield, 2016). Portfolios have a long and reliable history
of being used as a useful tool to demonstrate engagement of
lifelong learning and continuing professional development
(Tochel et al., 2009;Casey and Egan, 2010). Portfolios
development are argued to be very useful for CPD and lifelong
learning both on the presentational and developmental levels.
On the presentational level, they provide evidence of
professionals’ competency and capacity building. On the
developmental level, they engage professionals in an ongoing
process of self-evaluation by helping them to reflect on their
practice, identify their weaknesses and strengths, recognize
and fill in any gaps in their existing knowledge and skills
(JISC, 2008a;Love and Cooper, 2010).

Professional bodies in many countries, such as the United
Kingdom, the United States, Canada, Australia, and New
Zealand are increasingly using professional portfolios as
mechanism to assess continuing professional development
(Porter, 2008;Kostrzewski et al., 2008;Andre and Heartfield,
2016;ANCC, 2014;NMC, 2016).

In Nursing, the Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC) in the
UK has recently introduced revalidation for nurses and
midwifes to strengthen the three-yearly registration renewal
process and increase professionalism. The council requires
that nurses and midwives keep evidence that they have met
the revalidation requirements in their professional portfolio
(NMC, 2016). In the United States, the American Nurses
Credentialing Center (ANCC) consider portfolios as a valid and
reliable method to assess nurses’ competence. To be awarded
the specialty and advanced practice nursing credentials,

nurses are required to submit an online portfolio of evidence
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that documents their specialized knowledge, skills,
understanding, and application of professional nursing
practice and theory (ANCC, 2014).

In medicine, the General Medical Council (GMC) proposed a
system of revalidation in which all licensed doctors are
required to demonstrate, on a regular basis, that they are up
to date and fit to practise in their chosen fields and are able
to provide a good level of care. All doctors have to participate
in the revalidation every five years in order renew their
license. The council require them to maintain a portfolio,
paper or online, of supporting information drawn from their
practice which demonstrates how they are continuing to meet
the professional standards set by the GMC (GMC, 2012). In
dentistry, the General Dental Council (GNC) requires all
dentists to undertake at least 250 hours of CPD during a CPD
cycle (5 years). Dentists are anticipated to maintain a
portfolio that include verifiable CPD evidence, training
records, evidence of reflective practice, and evidence of

meaningful multi source feedback. (GDC, 2009).

The Chartered Society of Physiotherapy (CSP) and the Society
of Radiographers (SoR) require their members to satisfy the
standards set by the Health and Care Professions Council
(HCPC). Both societies have their own an e-portfolio system
in which practitioners are required plan and record their
evidence of learning from their CPD activities and day to day
practice (SoR, 2010;CSP, 2014). In veterinary medicine, the
Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons (RCVS) offers an
electronic system to aid vets in maintaining the records and
documents related to their continuing professional
development (RCVS, 2015). In non-health related

professions such as teaching profession, there are several
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examples of professional portfolios being used as a means to
document continuing professional development. For example,
the General Teaching Council for Scotland (GTCs) encourages
teachers to maintain a portfolio, whether electronic or paper,
that demonstrated their commitment to lifelong learning and
document their of continuing professional development
activities (GTCs, 2013).

(Niemi, 1997;Clandinin and Cave, 2008;Karnieli-Miller et al.,
2010)

2.8 Uses/purposes of portfolios

The general literature show that there are three categories or
types of a portfolio, based on the author’s purpose: portfolio
as a learning tool, portfolio as an assessment tool, and
portfolio as an employment or marketing tool (Zeichner and
Wray, 2001;Wolf and Dietz, 1998;Bullock and Hawk,
2005;Lynch and Purnawarman, 2004;Wilhelm et al,,
2006;Barrett, 2005). Each type has a specific purpose,

content, and audience.

2.8.1Portfolios as learning tools

This type of portfolio, frequently referred to as a “process
portfolio” as it demonstrates the Ilearners’ progress,
development, and achievement over time (Lynch and
Purnawarman, 2004;Bullock and Hawk, 2005;Smith et al.,
2008). The purpose of this type of portfolios is to promote
student reflection and ownership over their learning process.
Thus, students are given a sufficient freedom to make
personal choices of what goes in their learning portfolios
(Tillema, 2001;McMullan, 2008;Green et al., 2014). The
primary audiences for this portfolio are students themselves
(Barrett, 2006;Cambridge et al., 2009).
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The strength of a learning portfolio is derived from the
process (Smith and Tillema, 2003). The process of developing
it is considered as an exercise that can help students to
develop skills of critical reflection (Klenowski, 2002;Groom
and Maunonen-Eskelinen, 2006;Smith et al., 2008).
Developing reflective skills provides students with the ability
to self-assess their performance and criticise their own work
and hence identify their strengths, weaknesses and learning
needs (Harris et al.,, 2001;Abrami and Barrett,
2005;McMullan, 2008;Van Tartwijk and Driessen, 2009).
Students can then use this information to monitor their
development and improve their future work, whether on their
course of study or in employment, by playing to their
strengths, making intelligent decisions about how to satisfy
their learning needs, and plan how to overcome their
weaknesses (Schon, 1983;Tillema, 2001;Smith and Tillema,
2003;Hagstrom, 2006). Various authors have noted that the
reflective and self-assessment components of the portfolio
ensure an active involvement of students, increase their self-
awareness and help them to develop lifelong learning skills
(Barrett, 2006;McAllister et al., 2008;Cambridge, 2010).
Learning portfolios, therefore, are thought to promote
learner-centred learning approach and provide students the
opportunity to assume responsibility of their learning and
independently search for meaning (Challis, 1999;Harris et al.,
2001;Harden and Laidlaw, 2016).

Given the purpose of this study, a critical review on the use
of portfolios as learning tools in undergraduate healthcare

education will be presented in chapter 3.
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2.8.2Portfolios as assessment tools

Portfolios have been widely used as assessment tools across
range of professions (Challis, 1999;Greenhalgh and Hurwitz,
1999;Pitts et al., 2002;Driessen et al., 2006;Vernazza et al.,
2011). The use of portfolios for assessment has developed as
an attempt to move away from the “snap shot” type of
assessment towards a more cumulative and holistic
assessment of the students’ competence (Barrett,
2002;Haldane, 2014;Green et al., 2014). With the rapid
development of outcome or competency based approach to
education, the use of portfolios for assessment is also thought
to be useful in assessing areas that are difficult to assess
using  traditional assessment methods  such as
professionalism, reflective practice, ethics, creativity and
other areas in the “Does” level in Miller’s framework (Boyle,
1994;Snadden et al., 1999;Endacott et al., 2004;0'sullivan
et al., 2004;Garrett et al., 2013;Harden and Laidlaw, 2016).

Moreover, unlike the traditional assessment methods,
portfolios allow students to incorporate and combine different
types of evidence from different sources to demonstrate their
competence. This triangulation of evidence is thought to help
assessors make a valid judgment and reliable interpretation
of students’ level of competence (Van Tartwijk and Driessen,
2009;Harden and Laidlaw, 2016). Portfolios also allow
students to participate in the assessment process. The
process of developing a portfolio compels students to focus
their attention on the desired learning outcomes and monitor
their progress toward achieving them and use feedback from
others to improve. This way, portfolios integrate learning and
assessment and reinforce the students-centred approach in

education with students being given an opportunity to engage
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in the assessment process (Banta, 2003;Chang,
2008;Harden and Laidlaw, 2016).

Portfolios are being used for both formative assessment
(assessment for learning) — as feedback and discussion tool
to help students learn and develop— and summative
assessment (assessment of learning) — as evaluation tool to
appraise the attainment of the expected learning outcomes
or the desired level of competency (Stiggins, 2002;Barrett,
2006;Garrett and Jackson, 2006;Pincombe et al,,
2010;Vernazza et al., 2011;Murphy and Smith, 2013).
Portfolios are recognized for their formative functions as they
can show the learning processes in which students have
engaged (Kelly and Haber, 2006;Yang and Wilson,
2006;Strivens et al., 2009). The breadth of information
obtained from portfolios may offer a comprehensive picture
for students, educators, and other concerns of what students
know and can do, their future needs and ongoing learning and
development (Challis, 1999;Barrett, 2006;Tucker et al.,
2013). This information makes students’ progress and
achievement more visible and allow educators to provide
them with formative feedback in relation to their progress on
the attainment of learning outcomes or competencies
(Barrett, 2006;Cambridge et al., 2009). Previous studies
reported that feedback, from educators or peers, is a
necessary element of the process of creating a portfolio as
well as for shaping the final product to be summatively
assessed (Smith and Tillema, 2003;Driessen et al.,
2007;Vance et al., 2013;Webb et al., 2006;Chang, 2008).

The summative portfolio, on the other hand, focuses on and
is built around a set of learning outcomes, standards or

competencies. It contains evidence that show the
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achievement of these outcomes or competencies rather than
the processes of learning (Dinham and Scott, 2003;Lorenzo
and Ittelson, 2005;Altahawi et al., 2012). Summative
portfolios are used to make high stake decisions such as
registration, certification for a degree or license to practice,
admission into a profession, or accreditation of prior learning
(Strivens et al., 2009;Duffy et al., 2010). If portfolios are to
be used for summative assessment, criteria for assessment
must be clearly stated, well-defined and standardised to
ensure objectivity (McMullan et al., 2003;McCready, 2007).

2.8.3Portfolios as employment or marketing tools

The use of portfolios for employment purposes has
increasingly been promoted in recent years (Zeichner and
Wray, 2001;Alsop, 2013;Whitworth et al., 2011). Students
and graduates can use their portfolios as a marketing tool to
show their professional skills and accomplishments to
prospective employers (Willis and Wilkie, 2009; Woodbury et
al., 2011). A “showcase” portfolio can be compiled and
customized to apply for a specific job and can contain
specifically selected materials that provide evidence of skills
and capabilities matched to each of the criterion listed in the
job specification (Wolf, 1999;Cohn and Hibbitts, 2004;Alsop,
2013). The main purpose of employment portfolios is to
provide adequate information to prospective employers about
the applicant’s suitability for a job (Bullock and Hawk,
2005;Ward and Moser, 2008).

Rowh (2008) argues that portfolios go further than traditional
resume by showing more in-depth information about one’s
abilities, skills and potentials. He asserts that electronic
portfolios are even more flexible and convenient than paper

portfolios as they allow students to showcase their skills and
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abilities in more than one medium such as documents, photos
and videos. Speaking of the potentials of e-portfolios, Garis
(2007) added that:

“"Emerging electronic portfolios hold great promise to
change the national and international landscape in
offering new internet-based tools to support college
student career development. Specifically, career-related
e-portfolios enable students to understand, develop,
chronicle, and communicate their career attributes to
others" (p.3-4).

Studies that have been conducted on the use of e-portfolios
in the employment process indicated a promising future of e-
portfolios as a job application tools (Yu, 2011;Achrazoglou et
al., 2002). In their national survey of 500 the hiring
professionals in school districts across the States,
Achrazoglou et al. (2002) reported that the majority of the
hiring professionals stated that an applicant’s e-portfolio can
be a significant selection tool of the best candidates along
with their credentials, cover and recommendation letters.
These findings mirrored those of Yu (2011) who concluded
that employers viewed e-portfolios as a significant factor in
conducting a preliminary screening of the candidates as well
as making a final decision in the final selection process. Other
studies reported that employment e-portfolios allowed the
prospective employers to obtain a comprehensive picture
about the applicants’ skills, abilities and characteristics and
made these applicants "“stand out from the crowd”
(Strawhecker et al., 2007;Boody, 2009). However, there are
stil some drawbacks to the use of portfolios in the
employment process, for example, as the limited time
allowed for the hiring process and for reviewing the

applicants’ portfolios, the lack of confidence of the hiring
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professionals to use e-portfolios, and the unstructured nature
of portfolios (Temple et al., 2003;Theel and Tallerico,
2004;Mosely, 2005;Papa Jr and Baxter, 2008). In general,
the use of portfolios as an employment tool is still in the early
stage of development and has not been widely explored yet
(Whitworth et al., 2011;Yu, 2011).

2.9 The use of portfolio in postgraduate healthcare
education
Alongside the rapid growth of portfolios usage in
undergraduate healthcare education (as will be presented in
chapter 3), their use have expanded to the postgraduate level
in  healthcare education (Coffey, 2005;Tochel et al.,
2009;Kadagad and Kotrashetti, 2013). The literature show
that portfolios are used in postgraduate healthcare education
mainly to: promote reflection, support learning and
continuing development in practice, and to be used as a

mechanism for summative assessment.

2.9.1 Promoting reflection

Promoting reflection is one of the most commonly cited
purposes for using portfolios in postgraduate healthcare
education (Snadden et al., 1999;Austin et al., 2005;Tochel et
al., 2009;Dannefer, 2013). There is some evidence that a
portfolio works as a catalyst for reflection. For instance, in an
experimental study by Keim et al. (2001), using a portfolio to
record Continuing Professional Education (CPE) activities
appears to have a positive effect on the participants’ attitude
towards writing reflection. The findings from the 2-year
follow up revealed that the dietetic professionals who were in
the portfolio group completed significantly more self-
reflection entries and developed more learning plans, and

even in a shorter time, than those in the control group.
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Similarly, in another study by Webb et al. (2006), 72% of the
surgical residents who used portfolios for five years reported
that the portfolio was a useful tool for developing self-
reflective skills and promoting their professional growth.
However, interaction and feedback from faculty were

identified as crucial for successful use of a portfolio.

Other studies reported that students’ negative attitude
towards portfolio in general may have influenced their
perception of its benefits regarding reflection. For example,
in a study by Hrisos et al. (2008), approximately equal
proportions of the trainee doctors who participated in the
study either did or did not find the portfolio useful in helping
them writing reflection. The researchers reported that many
students in this study perceived portfolios as s burden and
perhaps this may have overshadowed any perceived
educational gain. Similarly, Maidment et al. (2006) reported
that some practitioners in their study felt that portfolio was a
time consuming exercise that did not bring anything new. The
practitioners believed that reflection took place in practice

anyway without the need to use a portfolio.

While the previously mentioned studies reported positive or
no effect of portfolios on reflection, others reported some
negative effects. For example, some pharmacists in the study
by Swallow et al. (2006) expressed their concern that using
a portfolio could inhibit their ability to reflect openly if their
reflection was to be seen by their managers or supervisors.
The portfolio was seen as a “big brother watching” threat. In
another study, Austin et al. (2005) reported that some
participants in their study described themselves as
sufficiently self-reflective without the need to use a portfolio.

They viewed the process of maintaining a portfolio as a time
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consuming exercise that sometimes may interfere with other

professional development activities.

2.9.2 Support learning and continuing development in
practice
Portfolios are also being used as a learning and continuing
development tools in postgraduate healthcare education.
Mathers et al. (1999) studied the effectiveness of the learning
portfolio approach versus the traditional route to
postgraduate educational accreditation (PGEA) on the
continuing professional development for General practitioners
(GPs). The comparison indicated that the process of creating
the portfolio had a positive impact on the GPs learning. For
example, compared to the traditional route, the portfolio
enabled the GPs to complete more learning cycles — applying
new learning into professional practice. This was indicated by
the number of critical incidents the GP reported as being
significant in modifying their original learning objective. The
study also concluded that the portfolio approach enabled the
GPs to: be proactive rather than reactive in their learning,
have better control over how, when, and what they learn,
cover wider study topics and activities, and build personal and

professional confidence.

Some studies reported that portfolios have the potential to
promote self-directed learning among postgraduates
healthcare students. Fung et al. (2000) conducted a multisite
study in four Canadian obstetrics and gynaecology schools to
determine the effect of internet based portfolio on the
residents’ perception of their self-directed learning abilities.
The residents in the school in which the portfolio was used
had a significantly higher perception of their self-directed

learning abilities and more positive attitude toward lifelong
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learning than the residents in the other schools. The residents
also believed that maintaining a portfolio of their diverse
clinical experiences would contribute more to their learning
and future knowledge than textbooks and didactic lectures.
Similarly, Keim et al. (2001) reported that portfolios had a
positive effect on the professionals’ self-efficacy to perform
activities that enhance their self-directed learning skills. The
professionals in the portfolio group significantly produced
more learning needs assessment and developed more action
plans compared to the control group. In general, the
professionals believed that maintaining a portfolio for
recertification would help in maintaining competence. These
results are contrary to those of a relatively recent study by
Vance et al. (2013) who reported that the majority of trainees
held a negative views of the e-portfolio. They did not find the
portfolio useful in enabling them to achieve the learning
outcomes or develop as self-directed learners. They viewed it
as a time consuming and bureaucratic exercise. The
researcher argued that the inadequate feedback, the busy
clinical environment, and the lack of understanding of what
evidence to include in the portfolio might be the reasons of

such negative views.

In nursing, Coffey (2005) evaluated the use of clinical
learning portfolio in gerontological nursing by distributing a
postal questionnaire to the 22 graduates of the Higher
Diploma Program. Some respondents indicated that the
experience of completing the portfolio had a tangible effect
on their practice. It helped them to link theory to practice and
stimulated them to challenge the existing practices and gain
new knowledge. It also allowed them to share their learning

with their colleagues both in formal or informal manner. They
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were also had the opportunity to disseminate their work to a
wider part of the team. However, these findings should be
interpreted with cautious given the limitation of the study, for
example, the sample size was small in a single cohort and the
validity and reliability of the questionnaire had not been
tested. Speaking of sharing, two studies by Chang (2001)
and Ruiz et al. (2009) also demonstrated that e-portfolios
were perceived by many students as an effective vehicle for
sharing and interaction with others. They appreciated that the
portfolio enabled them to record and share their learning
efforts and achievements with others and obtain feedback for
improvement. By doing so, they were able to understand the
strengths and weaknesses of their own work and also the

work of others.

In a non-experimental study, Lewis et al. (2010) explored the
effect of a designed web-based portfolio system on the
ACGGME (Accreditation Council for Graduate Medical
Education) competencies. The findings demonstrated that
87% of the residents viewed this portfolio a valuable
educational instrument. The findings also indicated that there
was improvement in the majority of competencies following
the implementation of the portfolio system. This
improvement was attributed to the nature of the portfolio
system that was designed to foster reflective practice and
lifelong learning, utilize self-assessment, reflection, and

formative feedback from mentors

2.9.3 A mechanism for summative assessment

Several healthcare postgraduate and residency programs are
using portfolios as tools to summatively assess the
competence and professional development of postgraduates

and healthcare professionals in practice (Carraccio and
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Englander, 2004;Joyce, 2005;Tochel et al., 2009). The
research in the area of portfolios and assessment
demonstrate that there are some concerns regarding the
validity and reliability of portfolio assessment (Pitts et al.,
1999;Pitts et al., 2002;]Joyce, 2005;Driessen et al.,
2007;Grant et al., 2007) and the influence of assessment on
portfolio content (Tillema, 2001;Maidment et al., 2006).

In an early study, Pitts et al. (1999) reported a low interrater
reliability between the experienced general practice trainers
when assessing the portfolios of prospective trainers. The
assessors could not make an accurate summative judgment
due to the highly individualistic nature of the trainers’
portfolios. In a systematic review of using portfolio
assessment in medical education by Driessen et al. (2007),
some studies were examined for the interrater reliability of
portfolio assessment. The estimated average reliability across
these studies was 0.63. They suggested that increasing the
number of raters would increase the reliability to 0.8 — the
value that is normally required in high stakes assessment
(Tate et al., 1999;0'sullivan et al., 2004;Melville et al.,
2004;Rees and Sheard, 2004;Grant et al., 2007). These
studies also reported some measures that could increase the
agreement between assessors, for example, training the
assessors, discussion between the assessors before and after
assessing the portfolio, and the use of global criteria with

rubrics.

Pitts et al. (2002) looked at the reliability in the assessment
of portfolios with eight experienced GP trainers. They
reported that the reliability improved through the open
discussion between random pairs of assessors. They argue

that open discussion between assessors may reduce any bias
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or subjectivity through making explicit the beliefs, values,
assumptions assessors may hold any or any personal
agendas they may carry. They also advocate, and agree with
others, that the subjective and open narrative nature of
portfolios call for a system of assessment that is more
interpretivist rather than a reductionist or positivistic in
nature (Challis, 1999;Greenhalgh and Hurwitz, 1999;Pitts et
al., 2002;Driessen et al., 2006). Similarly, Webb et al.
(2003), in their study, point out that “portfolios usually
contain qualitative rather than quantitative evidence and
assessors make qualitative judgments about this evidence
taking into account what they have learned about the student
in @ more or less extensive relationship throughout the
placement” (p.608). Therefore, they concluded that rather
than striving to apply the concepts of reliability and validity
in a quantitative way, qualitative criteria such as credibility,
transferability, dependability and confirmability can be used
instead to assess portfolios in a holistic and qualitative way,

taking into account the subjectivity of the assessors.

With regard to the validity of portfolios, O'sullivan et al.
(2004) examined the reliability and validity of the portfolios
used to demonstrate competency of eighteen psychiatric
residents. Scores of the portfolios were compared to other
assessment methods. They found that performance on the
portfolio was modestly correlated to cognitive performance
while it was less correlated to clinical performance. Given
these findings, they concluded that the portfolios could
provide valid evidence of competency although the evidence

is weak.

On the other hand, other studies expressed more concerns

about the validity of portfolios as assessment tools. For
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instance, In a pilot study by Maidment et al. (2006), many
dental practitioners expressed some significant concerns
about the validity of the portfolio to be used as an
assessment tool for revalidation. One of them said
“Revalidation (using a portfolio) doesn't prove you are a good
dentist or a safe dentist, it proves you can fill in a book.' In
an earlier study, Smith and Tillema (2001) investigated
portfolio use among different professionals in different
settings which included senior nurses leaders and staff
nurses. According to some participants in their study, when
portfolio was used for assessment purposes, the evidence
included were likely to have a questionable validity with
regards to their originality, quality. These findings seem to
support the arguments of many authors who propose that
there might be a negative relationship between the use of
portfolios for summative assessment purposes and the
honesty and quality of entries, especially reflective entries
(e.g. Gannon et al., 2001;McMullan et al., 2003;Schaffer et
al., 2005;Joyce, 2005;Timmins and Dunne, 2009;Van
Tartwijk and Driessen, 2009;Tonni and Oliver, 2013). As a
result, the content validity of the portfolio as an assessment

tool might be an issue (Gannon et al., 2001).

It has been argued that using portfolios for assessment
purposes may limit the type and jeopardise the quality of
reflection students generate during the process of developing
their portfolio (Challis, 1999;McMullan et al., 2003;J]oyce,
2005). Students may omit or reduce aspects of their
reflection whether to meet the specified criteria against which
assessment takes place or to avoid exposing their
weaknesses to their assessors (Van Tartwijk and Driessen,
2009;Timmins and Dunne, 2009). The danger here is that the
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omitted parts of their reflection may have their greatest
developmental needs or achievement. This means that they
creating a portfolio that only satisfies the assessors’
requirements but does not necessarily meet their own
learning needs (Challis, 1999).
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CHAPTER THREE: CRITICAL REVIEW

3.1 Introduction

This chapter presents a review of the empirical research
published in peer-reviewed journals on the pedagogical value
of e-portfolios as learning tools in undergraduate nursing
education and related health care disciplines (e.g. medicine,
midwifery, dentistry, physiotherapy and radiography).
Moreover, a review of literature on the paper-based portfolio
in undergraduate nursing education was undertaken in order
to provide a full background to the study and inform the

development of e-portfolio in nursing.

The first section in this chapter presents the methodology of
the review, whose findings are presented thematically in the
second section. The final section discusses the gap in the

literature where further research is required.

3.2 Methodology of the literature review

The approach for conducting this critical review was derived
from the appraising tool of Hawker et al. (2002), which
provided a systematic and organized framework that allowed
for using evidence from different perspectives, with critical

assessment of their quality.

3.1.1 The review question
What are the pedagogical values of the e-portfolio as a
learning tool for undergraduate nursing students and other

healthcare students?
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3.1.2 Methods of literature review

For the purpose of this literature review, the review question
was broken into four manageable parts using PICOS elements
(Jasper, 1995):

- Population (undergraduate nursing students and any
heath care students);

- Intervention (e-portfolio in nursing or any health care
discipline and paper portfolio in nursing);

- Comparison (not applicable);

- Outcome (pedagogical value or educational effect); and

- Study design (any type).

3.1.3 Stages of literature search

The literature review was conducted over three stages:

The first stage

This stage involved a wide search in the literature to locate
as many papers as possible to be included. Eleven databases
were selected because of their relevance to the topic under
review: CINAHL, Medline, EMBASE, PsycInfo, Web of Science,
ERIC, British Education Index (BEI), Australian Education
Index (AUEI), Applied Social Science Index and Abstracts
(ASSIA), Higher Education Academy (HEA). Moreover, a hand
search in some key journals was conducted. The following are

the search terms used:

- portfolio* e#portfolio* eportfolio* electronic portfolio*
digital portfolio* or web based portfolio* webfolio*

- learn*or education or pedagog* or train* mento or
tutor* or teach* or reflect* or knowledge or skill* or

- experience or perspective or perception student* or
learner* or undergraduate* student portfoli health or
dent*or dental education or medic* or medical
education or physio* or midwife*or Midwifery
education
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No restriction was applied on the date of publication or study
type, but the search was limited to papers published in
English. All the papers identified in the search were saved into
the reference manager Endnote. The literature search initially

identified 625 full articles after removal of all duplicates.

The second stage

In this stage the 625 articles were assessed for their
relevance to the review question through reviewing their title
and abstract against set of inclusion and exclusion criteria
(see table below 3.1). After examination of the papers’ titles

and abstracts, only 101 papers met the inclusion criteria.

Table 3.1. Inclusion and exclusion criteria of studies

Criterion Inclusion Exclusion

Population - Undergraduate - Postgraduates or

nursing and other

healthcare students

continuing professional

training or education

Intervention

- Portfolio (paper
based or electronic)

documenting

students’ learning
and required
students to reflect
on their learning

experiences

- Personal development
planning or logbook

- Professional portfolio

- Summative
assessment and

grading issues such as

reliability and validity

Study design

All designs included

Non-empirical articles
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The third stage

In this stage, the 101 papers were read in full and only 40

were found to be relevant to the review questions. Data
extracted from these studies was processed into tables for
comparison and analysis, then the findings from all the
papers were synthesized to produce the narrative review. The
derived themes developed from the synthesis process are

discussed in the following sections.

3.3 Key findings of critical review

Two main themes were developed from synthesizing the
literature: paper based portfolio and e-portfolio. There are
two categories under each theme: the pedagogical value and
limitations. These themes and categories are discussed below

in detail.

3.1.1 Paper-based portfolios

The use of portfolios began to emerge as an educational issue
in nursing literature from the late of 1980s (Garrett and
Jackson, 2006). In countries such as the UK, US and
Australia, a portfolio is considered a compulsory requirement
for on-going registration of nurses. Nurses are required to
demonstrate their competence through creation of a portfolio
that shows their professional development. The same idea
was adopted by nursing schools, who started to use portfolios
as an assessment and learning tool for preparing
undergraduate nursing students for their professional roles
(Harris et al., 2001;Timmins and Dunne, 2009).

Despite this adoption, a lack of uniformity in the definition of
portfolios was found in nursing literature due to the significant
diversity in its purpose, design and application among

different nursing programs (Pincombe et al., 2010).
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3.1.1.1. The pedagogical value of paper-based portfolios

Portfolios in nursing education are used for documenting and
demonstrating professional and personal development. They
are interrelated and intertwined, and collectively transform
students’ learning (McMullan et al., 2003). (Barber, 1992,
P.22) stated that:

“personal development cannot be separated from
professional development; each rests upon the other.
Show me how well you share of yourself, understand
your personal processes and are able to
communicate this to others, and I'll know how good

or bad your nursing care is”.
Portfolios for professional development

For professional development, portfolios were introduced in
nursing education as assessment tools to integrate theory
and practice. Some assumed that the portfolio with its
reflective components seems to provide a tangible solution to
bridge the gap between the theory and practice by
encouraging students to engage in self-reflection and link the
knowledge they have gained in the classroom to the
knowledge and skills they have gained in clinical experience
(Rafferty et al., 1996;Harris et al., 2001). (Tiwari and Tang,
2003) evaluated the effect of assessment portfolios on
nursing students’ learning, and the students reported that the
process of developing their portfolio and reflecting on their
learning encouraged them to adopt a deeper approach for
their learning. This approach encouraged them to apply what
they learned in theory in practice, which ultimately produced

a better understanding of course content.
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On the other hand, other studies did not support the
assumption that portfolios are effective tools to link theory
and practice. For example, in their study to investigate
whether nursing students experienced any benefits from
using portfolios, Dolan et al. (2004) found that over half of
the students reported that the use of portfolio did not help
them to link the theoretical part of the course to practice. The
researchers attributed that to the fact that many students in
their study did not realize the value of reflection-on-action in
bridging the theory practice divide. Similarly, McMullan
(2006) found that only 51% of the students in their study
agreed that the process of developing portfolio helped them
to link theory and practice, while 42% agreed that it helped
them to learn from their practice. During interviews, some
students reported that the focus of the portfolio was on the
theoretical part of the course rather than on their practical

skills.

Similar results were reported by Gallagher (2001), who
conducted a study investigating the perception of nursing
students of a paper-based portfolio in relation to its role in
integrating theory and practice. The students in his study
reported that use of portfolios did not strengthen the
connection between the theoretical and practical part of the
course. He attributed this result to the fact that the portfolio
was structured and the students had limited autonomy and
control in developing their portfolio. Despite all the attempts
to use the e-portfolio to reduce the gap between what nursing
students learn in theory and what they do in reality, the
problem of the theory-practice gap still exists. In this regard,
Scholes et al. (2004) suggest that for the portfolio to be an

effective tool to bridge the theory-practice gap, nursing
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students and their mentors need to work together to match
the theoretical learning outcomes to the students’ clinical
experiences and then reconstruct them in a format that fits

the portfolio requirement.
Portfolio for personal development

The portfolio is not only a product that provides evidence of
students’ achievements and accomplishments, rather it is a
process that can stimulate the personal growth of the
students over time. The literature review indicates that the
process of developing portfolio might bring some educational
benefits for undergraduate nursing students as described

below:
Portfolios as vehicles for the development of reflective skills

Reflection is considered the *heart and soul’ of the portfolios.
It distinguishes the portfolio from being a mere collection of
materials or just writing a folder. Reflection is the tool that
helps nursing students learn simply from, and make meaning
of their experience, and link theory to practice (Gallagher,
2001). Moreover, the engagement in the reflective process
of the portfolio helps students to develop self-awareness of
their own strengths and limitations and identify areas that

need development and improvement (Harris et al., 2001).

However, the literature indicates that many students found
difficulty to engage in critical self-reflection when developing
their portfolios. This difficulty could be explained by many
factors. For example, the students’ fear that their personal
reflection will be seen by others; the lack of guidance on how
to reflect on their experiences; and poor facilitation from
clinical staff on the reflective process. In a survey of 253

nursing students, McMullan (2008) reported that participants

70



considered that the reflective component of the portfolio
increased their self-awareness of their strengths and
weaknesses. However, most of them found it difficult to be
honest and critical in their reflection if their reflective writing
was seen by their assessors. She asserts that students tend
to be guarded to express their feelings and thoughts honestly,

and just write what assessors want to see.

Similarly, many students in other studies had negative views
about using portfolios for assessment for the same reason
(Mitchell, 1994;Timmins and Dunne, 2009). A participant of

Timmins and Dunne (2009) commented that:

“a reflective piece contains my private and personal
thoughts and feelings which I do not want to share
with a stranger and I do not feel it is any way
appropriate to mark or grade how a person feels or

react to a certain situation”.

Based on these findings, using portfolio for assessment and
forcing the students to share their reflections with others may
reduce the learning value of the portfolio in enhancing
students’ reflective skills, thereby reducing its effectiveness

in linking theory to practice (McMullan, 2008).
Portfolios facilitate students’ autonomy and independence

Some claim that portfolios may encourage students to
become independent learners by through allowing them to
take more responsibility for directing their learning and
progress (McMullan et al., 2003;Harris et al., 2001). In
support of this claim, the students in Tiwari and Tang (2003)
reported that the process of developing a portfolio allowed
students to feel they were in charge of their learning, as they

were autonomously selecting the evidence to demonstrate
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their learning and achievement. Conversely, Dolan et al.
(2004) reported that only 23% of students felt that the
process of preparing portfolios had helped them to make
autonomous choices regarding how they Ilearn. The
discrepancy in the results of these studies could be attributed
to the way in which the e-portfolio was implemented. In the
study of Tiwari and Tang (2003) the portfolio was compulsory
for all students, while in the study by Dolan et al. (2004)
students were not required to use the portfolio in order to
pass the course, therefore it was not seen as a priority but
rather as an additional burden, thus the majority of students

did not use it.

Portfolios as focus for discussion and feedback

The dialogue between students and their clinical and
academic staff is crucial for their learning. It is assumed that
portfolios can act as tools for stimulating such dialogue
through the process of feedback. The process of developing
portfolios require ongoing support and feedback from
mentors and tutors to ensure that students are on the right
track (Harris et al., 2001;McMullan, 2008). This assumption
was confirmed by Mitchell (1994), who found that both
students and tutors appreciated the communicative nature of
the portfolio that improved their relationship. Conversely,
McMullan (2008) found that the poor design of the e-portfolio
and the time it took to prepare one contributed to students
receiving inadequate or no feedback from their mentors. The
students in her study reported having a big, bulky portfolio
filled with too much paper work, which made them end up
focusing on obtaining signatures from their mentors rather
than reflecting on their learning and getting feedback about

their clinical skills. She concluded that portfolios designed this
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way do not enhance the relationship between students and
their clinical staff, thus she recommended that portfolios
should be designed in a way whereby they are user-friendly
to both mentors and students in order to be used effectively

in extremely busy and stressful clinical settings.

A different type of discussion and collaboration was found by
Tiwari and Tang (2003), who reported that during the process
of preparing portfolios the students, of their own volition,
created learning groups and engaged in a spontaneous
collaborative learning technique to help each other in the
process of developing their portfolios. In this sense, it can be
argued that the portfolio can stimulate the collaborative

learning among students.

3.1.1.2. Limitations of paper-based portfolio

A number of limitations of the use paper based portfolios were

noted in the literature.

Size

A paper-based portfolio has been criticized for its physical
size. Several students found paper portfolios to be
inappropriate for the nature of the clinical placement, as they
are bulky and take a lot of storage space (McMullan, 2008).
A typical portfolio can weigh 0.5-1.5 kg, rendering it
burdensome to transport or share (Timmins and Dunne,
2009). This excessive paper work may cause students to be
distracted from their clinical work and lose communication
with their mentors (McMullan, 2008;Williams et al., 2009).

Time consuming

Another limitation of paper-based portfolios is the time

needed to complete them. Many students found paper
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portfolios to be time-consuming and very stressful to compile,
causing anxiety. This may have negative impacts on students’
motivation to actively engage in their learning (McMullan,
2006;Mitchell, 1994).

Confidentiality and privacy:

There was concern related to how the privacy and
confidentiality of the portfolio content can be maintained
(Gannon et al., 2001). This concern emanated from the
potential risk that unwanted or unauthorized audience to
have access to the content portfolios if they are lost or left

unsecure (Joyce, 2005).

Disjointed learning

The fact that the students may have a separate portfolio for
each semester may result in learning becoming disjointed
and disconnected if students perceive their learning in each

semester to be separate and unconnected (Sher et al., 2002).

3.1.2 E-portfolios
3.1.2.1 The pedagogical value of e-portfolios

Although both paper portfolios and e-portfolios overlap in
most pedagogical values, the latter have some added
pedagogical benefits. According to Challis (2005), the
pedagogies and processes involved in the process of
developing e-portfolios are very different from those involved
in paper-based portfolios in terms of the ease of use and
manipulation of the digital artifacts and evidences, the ability
to rework and revisit the materials and content over time,
and most importantly the high possibility of interactions and
the communication between the author of an e-portfolio and

the potential readers.
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Similarly, Pincombe et al. (2010) postulated that the e-
portfolio could offer a great potential to enhance students’
learning by helping them to actively construct their own
knowledge and make sense of their experience through the
interaction with their teaching staff and peers. She also
assumed that the e-portfolio could transform students’
learning through providing them a more personalized learning

space which can be accessible from their clinical placement.

In this sense, it would facilitate the process of receiving more
personalized and immediate feedback from their mentors and
tutors while they are in the clinical setting. It would also
encourage interaction with their colleagues and thus foster
collaborative learning (Pincombe et al., 2010). However,
more research is still needed to investigate the learning
potentials and pedagogical value of the e-portfolio (Timmins
and Dunne, 2009). The following are themes developed from
the literature review on the pedagogical value of e-portfolio

for undergraduate healthcare students:

E-portfolios as tools for enhancing reflective skills

The process of reflection can help students to engage in a
deeper learning of the content and develop a wide variety of
skills such as self-assessment and critical thinking skills.
Some of the tools that are embedded within e-portfolios, such
as blogs and wikis, may support students in developing
reflective and self-assessment skills (JISC, 2008b). The
accessibility and ease of storage nature of the e-portfolio

could:

“open wide the possibilities for reflections of all
types: in action, before action, after action, in

solitude, in consultation with peers, in consultation
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with instructors, coaches, and advisers, written,
spoken, videotaped, or graphically represented”.
(Riedinger, 2006, 96)

However, in real contexts, it seems that the power of such
possibilities to enhance students’ reflective skills is yet to be
fully realized by nursing students and their instructors. In a
study conducted in Canada by Garrett and Jackson (2006),
ten final-year nursing and medical students were provided a
handheld device connected to their e-portfolio in their clinical
placement. The purpose of this device was to enable them to
access resources and materials remotely and record their
experiences and reflection immediately whilst on placement.
In this small study, the researcher found that although some
students liked the notion that they were able to write their
reflection on their experiences while they were engaging in
the clinical practicum, they felt that writing reflection “on the
job” was not practical or feasible as they were “too busy”.
Moreover, writing reflection on action was not perceived by
the students as a priority in their overall daily learning
activities. Most of the students in this study preferred to write
their reflective entries on any PC away from the clinical
setting. Therefore, writing reflection-in-action may not be

possible in clinical settings.

Conversely, Murray et al. (2006) conducted an online survey
on ten nursing and medical students to address the effect of
using e-portfolios over the paper-based portfolios on
supporting their learning. They found that when students
were asked to rate how good they were on reflection, two
students who used e-portfolios rated themselves as excellent
reflectors compared to zero in students who used paper

portfolios. The students who used e-portfolios reported that
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the ability to access all their entries and competencies in one
place helped them to record their achievement and track their
progress on their clinical placements. The researchers argued
that the students’ awareness of their progress and
achievements is essential pre-requisite to enable successful
reflection to take place. However, the results from this study
should be interpreted with caution because of the very small
sample size (n=10). Therefore, the researcher recommended
a further study to explore how students view an e-portfolio
as a reflective learning tool and investigate whether the use
of e-portfolios encourages the development of reflective skills

even without students realizing it.

Similarly, in a study conducted among third-year medical
students who used a web-based portfolio during their four-
week rotation in geriatric medicine, Duque et al. (2006) found
that the use of web-based portfolios enhanced students’
reflective ability, as indicated by increasing the number of
reflective evaluations posted by the students during their
clinical rotation. The researchers believed that every
evaluative post represented an active exercise of self-
reflection by the students. They suggested that the electronic
format of the portfolio helped the students to write and post
comments and action plans related to their current and future

learning more often while they were in the clinical settings.

E-portfolios as vehicles for feedback

Feedback for healthcare learners is a complex and
multidimensional process that is essential for their learning,
progression, and preparation for their professional role.
Feedback is particularly valuable to healthcare students
because lack or inadequate feedback may have direct impacts

on patient safety and may have life-threatening
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consequences. Therefore, receiving timely constructive
feedback is considered to be very important for promoting
successful learning in healthcare education (Peacock et al.,
2011). Theoretically speaking, one of the most notable
advantages of an e-portfolios over their paper counterparts is
their communicative and interactive nature, which may
enable students to give and receive feedback at remote
locations and at any time. Hence, feedback can be obtained
immediately from different individuals such as mentors,
tutors, and peers (Murray et al., 2006). It is also possible,
through the use of the inbuilt tools embedded in e-portfolios,
for students to save and store the received feedback to be

used later in their reflection (Moores and Parks, 2010).

In a collective case study in healthcare education involving
31 students from three different programs, namely nursing,
physiotherapy and diagnostic radiography, Peacock et al.
(2011) found that the students were generally positive
toward the role of an e-portfolio as a tool for receiving
feedback from their tutors. Many benefits were reported by
several students regarding the use of the e-portfolio as a
feedback tool, such as the constant availability of feedback,
the ease of access to the feedback at any time and from
anywhere, the personalization of the feedback and digital
notification when the feedback was available. However, a few
students found the wide-range options and features of
receiving feedback within the e-portfolio system as time-
consuming, tedious and difficult to access. This variability in
the students’ attitudes might be due to their differing levels
of technological skills on how to use the e-portfolio system or

their preference to have face-to-face feedback.
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Garrett and Jackson (2006) concluded that having access to
e-portfolios whilst on placement may increase students’
opportunities to immediately add and receive comments from
others on their work and thus modify their practice
accordingly. Moreover, students can demonstrate their
achievement of particular competencies and get feedback
from their mentors, tutors or peers immediately while on

placement.

Duque et al. (2006) used a WebCT based electronic portfolio
with their third-year medical students during a one-month
rotation in geriatric medicine. They found that the web-based
nature of the e-portfolio allowed for tracking and monitoring
the development of knowledge, skills and attitudes of each
student over time. Therefore, the feedback given to each
student became more focused and personalized. This way,
the e-portfolio was transformed from a static record to a
dynamic learning tool that included a dynamic cycle of
evaluative feedback from the students and tutors. However,
based on their observation of students’ web-based portfolios,
they found that sometimes the tutors’ postings did not
necessarily follow or synchronize the students self-reflection
due to the tutors’ lack of time to give immediate feedback.
Thus, the problem was not in the e-portfolio system, rather it
was related to the tutors’ commitment to provide timely
feedback.

Vernazza et al. (2011) ascribed problems to the system, not
to teaching staff. They reported that the teaching staff felt
that the e-portfolio system itself was not conducive to provide
good and timely feedback related to some technical and
practical problems, such as limited access to wireless internet

connection and security issues. These problems might have
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limited the efficacy of the electronic portfolio to act as an

effective tool for immediate feedback.

E-portfolios as tool for sharing and collaboration

Collaborative learning has the ability to change how nursing
students and their teaching staff (both academic and clinical)
view learning, and how it can be applied in practice. It can be
considered as a significant aspect of successful nursing
students’ learning experience. However, collaborative
learning cannot be successful without good communication
and interaction among students, and between the students
and their academic staff and clinical staff (Souers et al.,
2007). One of the major benefits of an e-portfolios is that it
can potentially foster and promote collaborative learning
through its communication capabilities and features. These
features can encourage students to interact and share their
work and experiences with their peers, mentors, tutors or
employers (Ng et al., 2007;JISC, 2008b).

Garrett and Jackson (2006) reported that the multifunctional
features and the communication platform within the e-
portfolio system provided the nursing students with useful
tools and resources to support them during their placement.
These communication tools prevented the students from
feeling isolated and kept them connected with their teaching
staff. The ability to access their electronic portfolio in the
placement allowed them to selectively share their reflection
and stories of how they were achieving the required clinical
competencies with their teaching staff. Given these benefits,
the researchers recommended a further study to further
explore how the communication capabilities of the e-portfolio
that allows sharing information and collaborating with others

contributes to their clinical education.
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Moreover, Murray and Muir (2011) conducted semi-
structured interviews to examine tutors’ practices when using
e-portfolios with their first year medical students. The tutors
reported that they found the e-portfolio to be a useful tool for
communication with students. They also reported that the
confidential and safe nature of the e-portfolio learning space
encouraged the students to selectively share and discuss
some personal issues with them. As a result, the tutors
became more aware of the issues that might influence the
learning and progress of each student individually, thus
providing more personalized learning. Moreover, the tutors
found that when the students shared their entries with them,
this allowed them to gain full picture of the students’

experience in its entirety.

From what the students were sharing, the tutors were able to
see what was being taught in the other parts of the course
and make connections between their parts and the other
parts. They were also able to see the students’ non-academic
activities and their informal learning outside the university.
The findings of this study have opened up other areas of
research regarding the implications of sharing of information,
collaboration and relationship with teaching and clinical staff,
quality of feedback and confidentiality issues on students’
learning. Therefore, they recommended a further
investigation of these issues through exploring students’
views regarding the implications of these issues on their

learning.

E-portfolios link theory to practice

Two studies were found regarding the role of the technology
within e-portfolios in linking theory to practice in nursing

education. The first study was a small study conducted by
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Bogossian et al. (2009) in which three nursing students were
issued with tablet PCs to access their e-portfolio in their
clinical placement. In the focus group conducted by the
researchers, only one participant reported that the ability to
complete the e-portfolio entries and receive a timely feedback
at bedside enhanced the accuracy of their entries and helped
in integrating the theory to practice. The other two
participants confirmed the accuracy of the entries, but did not
confirm the integration of theory and practice. The
researchers related this division of the students’ perceptions
to the fact that these two participants did not recognize the
benefits of accessing their e-portfolio at the bedside because

they chose to complete their entries at home.

Similarly, Garrett and Jackson (2006) reported that the aim
of their research was to demonstrate the potential of e-
portfolio as a pedagogical tool to integrate the clinical
knowledge into the workplace through facilitating the process
of recording reflection immediately while the students were
in the clinical setting. They found that this aim was not
achievable with the current workload in the clinical setting
and the amount of time required to record reflection.
Interestingly, they suggested that the attitude of clinical staff
may influence the students’ accessibility of their e-portfolio to
link theory to practice. For instance, in a study of the barriers
to electronic portfolio access, Bogossian and Kellett (2010)
found that 12% of the students reported a negative attitude
from the Registered Nurses (RN) when students were working
on their clinical e-portfolio in the placement. The hospital
ward was not seen as an appropriate place to work on the e-
portfolio. If the students were seen using PCs to access their

e-portfolio, they were quickly assigned a job or task to do by
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the RNs. One of the students reported that one RN said "“...if
you have time to sit at the computer then you must need

something to do”.

The findings of these studies show how the context in which
learning is situated play an important role on the efficacy of
e-portfolio as a tool for integrating theory to practice. More
specifically, they suggest an additional theory-practice barrier
faced by nursing students and new graduates in attempting
to utilize advanced technologies for reflection and other
purposes in working environments where traditional attitudes
comprise a barrier to such practices, such as experienced
nursing staff unfamiliar with such technologies and aspects of
modern nursing viewing it as a wasteful extravagance
undertaken at the expense of hands-on care in clinical

settings.

3.1.2.2 Issues and concerns related to the use of e-portfolio

While moving from paper-based portfolios to e-portfolios
obviously offers some advantages, it is not without its own
limitations and problems. The following are the main issues
and concerns found when reviewing the literature on the use
of e-portfolios as learning tools in nursing education and other

health care disciplines.
Time

A concern was raised by several students regarding the issue
of time to complete their e-portfolio (Pincombe et al., 2010).
The students found the process of uploading documents and
entering data into e-portfolios is time consuming. One of the
students said it “took a lot of time trying to upload 105
experiences” and another student said it is a “demanding

course already, I didn't have time to learn it alone”.
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Researchers argue that any form of portfolios requires
considerable amount of time and training, particularly in the
beginning, until students become confident and skillful in
using such tools. Time was also a big barrier for students to
complete and work in their e-portfolio in clinical setting. The
time in the clinical setting is influenced by many contextual
factors, such as: the heavy clinical workload and ward
“business”; the tendency of the students to prioritize other
nursing activities over completing their e-portfolio; and the
difficulty to find PCs to access their e-portfolios in the clinical

placement (Bogossian and Kellett, 2010).

E-portfolios are often more time-consuming than paper
portfolios, partly due to their extra functionalities and
applications. In medicine, Driessen et al. (2007) found that a
web-based portfolio scored significantly higher than the
paper-based portfolios for the “additional effort” exerted by
students. This means that the students spent extra time and
effort on the web-based portfolio than on the paper-based
legacy system. The researchers argued that this finding could
not be attributed to the technological difficulty of the web-
based portfolio, rather the extra time and effort required was
due to the electronic format of portfolios motivating and
encouraging the students to spend more time working on

their portfolios.

Conversely, Murray et al. (2006) found that the students who
used e-portfolios spent less time developing them and writing
their reflection than those who used paper-based portfolios.
This was surprising, therefore the researchers recommended
a further a study to explore whether this reduced time spent
on the writing the reflection and preparing the e-portfolio

resulted from the ease of use and the ability to access the
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work in one place, or because the students using e-portfolio
actually have higher reflective abilities than students using

paper-based portfolio.

Ownership

The processes, outcome and contents of the e-portfolio need
to be owned and controlled by the student (Barrett and
Carney, 2005). There is a need to maintain a balance between
protecting students’ rights regarding data protection,
accessibility and security in their e-portfolios and recognizing
that some of the e-portfolio contents need to be accessed
occasionally by others, such as teaching staff for assessment

purposes (Moores and Parks, 2010).

Murray et al. (2006) found that the majority of students who
used paper-based portfolio demonstrated increased feelings
of ownership over their portfolios’ contents compared to
those who used e-portfolios. Although those who used e-
portfolios had the option of keeping their reflective entries
private, they were required to share these entries with their
tutors and mentors to discuss their learning and
achievements. One clinical supervisor in the same study
stated that the reflective entries should not be private,
because reading the students’ reflection enabled staff to
understand how students think and learn. This lack of control
and ownership over the e-portfolio contents could hinder or
restrict the type of information and reflective entries students
enter in them, therefore the researchers suggested further

examination of this issue and possible ways to overcome it.

Conversely, Driessen et al. (2007) found in their comparative
study that the electronic presentation of e-portfolios

motivated first-year medical students to spend extra time

85



working on their web-based portfolios, with a consequently
enhanced their sense of ownership compared to paper-based

portfolios.

Validating the competencies

The electronic presentation of the e-portfolio raised concern
about how the students have their competences signed off by
their clinical staff in the clinical placement. In their action
research in midwifery, Pincombe et al. (2010) found that a
number of students were concerned about validation of their
experiences and competencies when using e-portfolios, and
they were worried about how they could collect signatures
from their mentors and tutors as evidence of achieving
competencies in their e-portfolios. The students wanted to
ensure that easy and effective ways of gaining validation of
their experiences would be available so that the e-portfolio
would provide a proof of their competencies and meet

registration requirements.

Bogossian et al. (2009) reported that using the tablet PC to
access e-portfolios during clinical placement made it easier
for students to meet with their preceptors and have their
competencies signed off. Unfortunately, not all nursing
schools can afford a tablet PC for each student to enable
allowing them to access their e-portfolio in the clinical setting,
therefore tablet PCs cannot be considered as a practical

solution to the problem of validating students’ experiences.
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3.2 Discussion and justification for further

research

Based on the findings of this critical review in nursing
education and related healthcare disciplines, it can be seen
that the electronic nature of the e-portfolio offers students a
dynamic, innovative and personalized medium for capturing,
recording, and organizing their learning evidences. Moreover,
e-portfolios could have the potential to enable students to
demonstrate their competencies and progress; reflect
immediately on their experiences while they are on the
clinical placement; invite and provide commentary and
assessment; link theoretical knowledge with the practical
experience; and selectively share and publish their reflections
and stories on how they are achieving the particular learning
outcomes. However, few studies have been conducted in
health care professions in general and in nursing in particular
to further explore these potentials and their implications on
nursing students’ learning. Timmins and Dunne (2009) stated
that the use of e-portfolios in nursing education is still in its

infancy.

Some inconsistencies (positive and negative views) were
found in the studies discussed in the previous sections with
regard to how students perceived the pedagogical value of e-
portfolios and how they changed the way they learn. It could
be argued that the inconsistencies in students’ perceptions of
the pedagogical value of e-portfolios were very much
dependent on the way e-portfolios were used and adopted by
schools and the context in which they were situated.
Therefore, the sociocultural context in which the e-portfolio is
embedded and encapsulated is very important for its

pedagogical value to be effectively and successfully utilized.
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The context may include implicit and explicit rules and
regulations at both the micro and macro level in the program
and the practice settings; the communities of practice in
which the students are members, for example tutors,
mentors, and curriculum administrators; and the division of
labour among these communities of practice, in terms of

hierarchical and horizontal relationships between members.

Moreover, the majority of studies focused on students’
perspectives and neglected the influence of the surrounding
context on the effectiveness of the e-portfolio as a learning
tool and the influence of this context on how the students
perceived its value. Therefore, to understand the pedagogical
value of the e-portfolio for nursing students, the sociocultural
context in which the students and the e-portfolio are situated

must be examined.

The findings also revealed that the use of e-portfolios could
have the potential to facilitate and improve students’
reflective skills, but most studies relied on a quantitative
methods to measure students’ reflective abilities. In one of
the studies, the students’ reflective ability was measured by
the number of reflective evaluations posted during clinical
rotation. In another study, the students were asked to rate
themselves on a scale to measure their reflective abilities.
Hence, the potential power e-portfolios features and functions
to change and enhance the nature, form and quality of
students’ reflection is still not fully realized and remains
under-researched. Therefore, further study may be required
to explore how the e-portfolio changes or enhances the
nature and quality of students’ self-reflection by qualitative

methods.
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Moreover, the findings showed that there was a variability in
the students’ views regarding the benefits of the electronic
presentation of e-portfolios to enhance the timing and quality
of feedback. The literature is still unclear on the effect of the
electronic presentation of the e-portfolio on the quality and
depth of feedback provided to students, how it helped
students to utilize such feedback in a way to support their
learning in the course, link theory to practice, and plan for
their development. Therefore, qualitative research is required

to address these issues.

The findings also suggest that the e-portfolio has great
potential for enhancing communication and collaboration
between the students and their tutors. However, the evidence
available to explain how the e-portfolio enhanced this
interaction is limited. Only one study by Murray and Muir
(2011) provided a qualitative explanation of how the e-
portfolio influenced the relationship between the students and
their tutors only from the tutor perspectives. Therefore, the
researchers recommended a further investigation on the
effect of e-portfolios on the interaction between the students
and their tutors from students’ perspectives and its
implications on their learning. The existing literature also
neglected the influence of e-portfolios on the interactions
among students and the implications of these interactions on
their learning. Therefore, a qualitative study is required to
explore how the e-portfolio influences all these types of

interactions from all perspectives.

It is also evident from the literature that there are some
inconsistencies in students’ attitudes regarding the
effectiveness of e-portfolios on reducing the gap between

theory and practice. These inconsistencies could be attributed
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to the fact that their clinical placements were in different
contexts with different circumstances and factors that might
have influenced the use of e-portfolio. For example, the busy
nature of the clinical placement, heavy workload, time
limitations and hardware availability. These contextual
factors may limit the students’ accessibility to their e-portfolio
to record their reflections and receive feedback from their
tutors to help them link theoretical knowledge to clinical
practice. It can therefore be concluded that the contradictions
and tensions in the context in which the e-portfolio is situated
must be examined. Moreover, the implications of such
contradictions on students’ learning and how students

overcome them need to be explored.

The majority of studies on e-portfolio were conducted from
students’ perspectives, with only a few considering the
perspectives of both students and tutors. The main research
method in the majority of these studies was quantitative
survey method using questionnaire, with a few utilizing a
questionnaire combined with either a structured interview or
focus group. Survey research methods have limitations such
as low response rate, as reported by the majority of studies.
Therefore, the results of these studies should be interpreted
with  caution. Moreover, standardized questions in
questionnaires or structured interview makes it difficult to
capture the uniqueness of each student’s experience and
achieve an in-depth understanding of student perceptions of
the pedagogical value of e-portfolio. Furthermore, the survey
method does not enable researchers to capture and
understand the “context” that may shape the students’

experience of using e-portfolios. Therefore, a qualitative
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research to obtain in-depth understanding of the

phenomenon and its context would reveal useful results.

In their systematic review, Buckley et al. (2009) suggested
that qualitative research is required to investigate the
pedagogical value of e-portfolios and how their technological
presentation could change the nature of student learning.
Hence, the aim of the current study was to provide a detailed
and comprehensive understanding of the pedagogical value
of e-portfolios for nursing students and the challenges that
affected their role as a learning tools. Chapter three describes
the theoretical framework that was used in this study to
understand and analyze the context in which the students and

the e-portfolio were situated.

3.3 Research aims and objectives

Aim 1: Explore the pedagogical value of the e-portfolio

as a learning tool for nursing students:

Related Objectives:

- Identify the learning activities that undertaken by the
students with the support of the e-portfolio as a

mediating tool.

- Explore the mediational role and value of the e-portfolio
in helping the students to carry out each of these
learning activities and receive support from their tutors
and facilitators.

Aim 2: Investigate the contextual challenges that
affect the role of the e-portfolio in mediating the
students’ learning activities and identify the
underlying contradictions that generated these

challenges.
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Related Objectives:

- Understand how the sociocultural context constrained
the students’ use of the e-portfolio.

- Identify the challenges the students experience while
carrying out their learning activities using the e-
portfolio.

- Trace the root causes of these challenges through the
exploration of the contradictions that generated them.

- Identify the implication of these challenges and
contradictions on the use of e-portfolio to mediate
these learning activities.

- Identify how the students and their tutors are able to

resolve these contradictions.

3.4 Summary

This chapter presented the literature review pertaining the
pedagogical value of e-portfolios for nursing students. The
chapter started with an overview of the methodology of
literature review, followed by discussion of the key findings
found in the literature. The chapter ended with a discussion
of these findings and justification for this research followed
by the research aims and objectives. The next chapter will
present the theoretical framework underpinning this

research.
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CHAPTER FOUR THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

4.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the basic tenets of Activity Theory as
the theoretical framework underpins this study. The chapter
starts with a historical overview of Activity Theory. The
following section will explain Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory.
Then, the third section will be dedicated to the generations,

principles and components of Activity Theory.

4.2 The sociocultural approach to learning

In recent decades, the definition of learning has dramatically
changed from a static and permanent modification of
behaviour to a lifelong process of professional and personal
development. Learning is a complex process which is not
limited to the stimulus response connections as conceived by
behavioural psychologists, or information processing in
individual minds, as conceived by the cognitive psychologist;
many of these traditional assumptions have been challenged

by the sociocultural approach to learning (Jonassen 2000).

The sociocultural approach to learning was primarily based on
the constructivist learning theory that views learning as an
active process which happens within an individual. Then, this
sociocultural approach extended to incorporate the context in
the learning process (Hall 2007). Simply put, the
constructivist approach emphasizes the personal effort in
constructing knowledge, while the sociocultural approach
accords more attention to the meaningful construction of
knowledge due to interactions with others in context (Hall
2007). What individuals learn and how they make sense of

the knowledge depends on where, when, and in what social

93



context their learning take place (Yang and Wilson 2006).
According to (Wertsch 1991a), “the basic tenet of the
sociocultural approach to mind is that human mental
functioning is inherently situated in social interactional,
cultural, institutional, and historical contexts” (p.86).
Therefore, in order to understand human learning and
thinking processes, the context and setting in which such
learning is situated must be examined (Bonk and Kim 1998).
The e-portfolio as a cultural learning tool is embedded and
situated in and influenced by the sociocultural community in
which students are actively engaged and interacting with
others, such as their mentors, tutors and peers. As such,
students’ learning can no longer be seen as an isolated
individual activity rather it is a social activity resulting from
both the social interactions with others and the use of tools
(such as e-portfolios), and can be best understood within the

cultural context in which it is situated.

The sociocultural theory of Vygotsky views learning as an
activity that takes place in a social and cultural context,
mediated by cultural tools. Human beings generate and use
cultural tools (intellectual and physical) all the time to
mediate between their minds and the abstract world in order
to understand and learn about the world around them and
construct new meanings (Kozulin 1998). Within Vygotsky’s
sociocultural perspective on learning, e-portfolios can be seen
as mediating tools used by students to learn and find new

meanings in their experience.

The fact that the context in which students learn and act must
be examined and included as the basic unit of analysis

makes the research purpose collective, even if the researcher
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is interested only in examine students actions (Kuutti 1996).
In this sense, Vygotsky’ sociocultural theory has expanded
and developed into a framework known as Activity Theory,
according to which researchers must study not only the
nature and types of activities in which people engage but also
who is engaging (i.e. their background, motives and goals),
what products or objects result from the that activity, the
rules, regulations, norms that might limit that activity, and
the community in which this activity occurs (Jonassen and
Rohrer-Murphy 1999).

Therefore, Activity Theory is considered as a powerful
sociocultural analytical and conceptual framework, called
Activity System, that enables a more comprehensive
understanding of the fundamental aspects of the social
context in which learning is situated. This notion is supported
by (Jonassen 2002), who suggests that “activity theory
provides an alternative lens for analyzing learning processes
and outcomes that capture the complexity and
integratedness with the context and community that
surround and support it” (p.5). Moreover, (Barab et al. 2004)
asserted that “activity theory might provide an ideal position
- one with sufficient scope and depth -for observing
individuals at work, alone or in collaboration with others,
using electronic tools” (p.205). Therefore, Vygotsky’
sociocultural theory as a learning theory with Activity Theory
as analytical and conceptual framework were appropriate for
this research (figure 4.1). In the following sections of this
chapter, the background of the two theories is presented in

details.
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Figure 4.1: The theoretical framework of the current study

4.3 Vygotsky’s sociocultural learning theory

Vygotsky’s  sociocultural approach to learning and
development was developed in the Soviet Union in the 1920s
and 1930s based on the Marxist critique of cultural contexts
mediated by cultural tools in historical and economic
development. Vygotsky argued that individuals are members
of communities in which the interpersonal (social) interaction
and the use of tools is a foundation of learning (Hegerholm
2011).

Vygotsky rejected the claim of the two predominant schools
of psychology that focused on external (behaviorist approach)
and internal (cognitivist approach) experiences as the basis
of human development, postulating that human learning is
not only an individual process, rather it develops within and
is conditioned by a social matrix. His approach stresses an
account of the interdependence of individual and social
processes (John-Steiner and Mahn 1996). Therefore,
understanding human cognition and learning requires that
the individual and the environment have to be treated as
inseparable entities (Barab et al. 2004). This interdependence

between the individual and the social environment can be
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best understood by considering Vygotsky’s basic
assumptions; the first assumption is that “human action, on
both the social and individual level, is mediated by tools and
signs” while the second assumption is that “individual
learning including higher mental functioning has its origins in
social interactions” (Wertsch 1991b). In the light of these
assumptions, three concepts have emerged in Vygotsky’s
sociocultural theory: mediation, internalization and the zone

of proximal development.

4.3.1 Mediation

The central notion of Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory of is that
all human activities take place in cultural contexts mediated
by tools and symbols (John-Steiner and Mahn 1996, Barab et
al. 2004). Vygotsky rejected the notion rooted in the
behaviorist approach that proposed a direct connection
between the object (stimulus) and subject (respondent),
arguing that all human activities are mediated by a third
element that he labelled as a tool or instrument that mediates
the interaction between the “object” and the “active subject”
(Barab, et al. 2004). According to Vygotsky (1978):

The use of artificial means [tool and symbolic
artifact], the transition to mediated activity,
fundamentally changes all psychological operations
just as the use of tools limitlessly broadens the range
of activities within which the new psychological
functions may operate. In this context, we can use
the term higher psychological function, or higher
[truly human] behavior as referring to the
combination of tool and sign in psychological activity.
(Vygotsky, 1978, p.55)
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Vygotsky introduced the concept of mediated activity
(learning) to explain the processes that enabled the
development of human consciousness through the
interaction between the individuals, tools and other
individuals in an environment that results in individuals
constructing new meanings in their world (Vygotsky 1978).
Therefore, individuals are no longer seen as passive
participants waiting for their environment to instigate a
meaning making process for them, rather they are active
participants, and through their interaction, they make
meaning of the world while they create and modify activities
that trigger transformations of tools, artifacts and others in

their environment (Scribner 1990).

Vygotsky (1978) identified two major types of mediators or
tools: material and psychological. The material tools could
be anything people have invented to master nature (Vygotsky
1978), such as hammers, pencils, wooden sticks (Barab et al.
2004) and laptops (Kozulin 1998). Kozulin (1998) claims that
“material tools have only indirect influence on human
psychological processes because they are directed toward the
physical world and nature”. Cole and Engestrém (1993) used
money as an example of an invention used as a material tool
to mediate the human transaction of goods and illustrate how

money has shaped the way of thinking of modern societies.

While material tools are directed externally toward the
physical world, psychological tools are directed internally
toward mediating the human psychological processes. This
kind of tools are constructed and transformed by human
beings to mediate between their own minds and the abstract
world (Kozulin 1998). Examples of these symbolic tools are

language, music, art, numbers, and systems of arithmetic
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(Lantolf 2000). These psychological tools are not constructed
and invented by the individual in isolation; they are created,
embedded and enculturated within the sociocultural
community in which the individual is actively engaged (John-
Steiner and Mahn 1996). From the cultural historical
perspective, these tools and the knowledge related to their
continued use are transferred from generation to generation.
As such, learning is not solely an individual activity, rather it
is a collectively shared process with significant cultural and

historical dimensions (Stetsenko 1999).

4.3.21Internalization

Vygotsky introduced the concept of internalization to describe
how human beings processed what they learned through
mediated action to develop higher mental functions through
social interactions with others (Awang 2008). According to
(Vygotsky 1978):

Every higher mental function was external because it
was social before it became an internal, strictly
mental function: it was formerly a social relation of
two people... We can formulate the general genetic
law of cultural development as follows: Any function
in the child’s cultural development appears on the
stage twice, or on two planes, first on the social level,
and later on the individual level; first between people
as an intermental category, then inside the child as

an intramental category. (Vygotsky 1978)

According to Barab et al. (2004), “the intermental plane is a
place where shared cognition emerges through the
interaction among and between the individuals and the

intramental plane is a place where this shared cognition is
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internalized or appropriated”. In other words, the learner
takes new information and skills experienced in a social
context and develops the necessary understanding to apply
or “appropriate” these skills for one’s independent use based
on their characteristics, experiences and existent knowledge
(Rogoff 1990). From the sociocultural perspective, human
learning and development is seen as a ‘“gradual
internalization of processes that are initially shared between
participants of the learning activity then later appear as
independent problem solving skills” (Chang-Wells and Wells
1993).

4.3.3Zone of proximal development ZPD

Vygotsky presented the metaphor of the zone of proximal
development (ZPD) to eliminate the unidirectional
relationship that he created between the individual and the
environment in the process of internalization. The ZPD is
where the interpersonal (intermental) and intrapersonal
(intramental) activities blend and are incorporated together,
no longer existing as separate entities. Vygotsky used the
ZPD as a metaphor to move away from the idea that
individual consciousness is a product that developed in
isolation within the individual, emphasizing that individual
consciousness is a shared process between individuals and
their environments (Yamagata-Lynch 2010). The zone of
proximal development can be defined as the "“distance
between what an individual can achieve on her/his own (the
actual level of cognitive development) and what he or she can
accomplish when guided by more capable peers or adults (the
potential level of development)” (Barab et al. 2004). The
central notion of the ZPD is that human beings learn through

social interactions with others, which takes place in a cultural
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historical context, mediated by cultural tools (Barab et al.
2004).

Pedagogically, although learners in the ZPD are active
participants, it is still the responsibility of the more advanced
facilitator (e.g. teacher or peers) in the same cultural context
to help the learner in the meaning making process. In this
sense, learning can be understood as a collaborative action
between individuals and objects of environment mediated by

tools and other social phenomena (Barab et al. 2004).

4.3.4 Shortcomings of Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory
Vygotsky’ sociocultural theory was criticized by for two
shortcomings. First, the definition of activity was never fully
articulated by Vygotsky, although it was elaborated by his
protégé Leontiev (Barab et al. 2004). The second criticism
was that although the theory emphasized the notion of
mediated action by tools and social others, this notion was
still anchored in the level of individuals’ actions and did not
go far enough to elaborate on how cognitive change happens
within a collective context. Therefore, the basic unit of
analysis was the individual, not the activity (Barab et al.
2004, Hardman 2005). However, for activity theorists,
Vygotsky’s work is considered the first generation of Activity
Theory and it provides the conceptual basis for later versions
(Engestrém 1987).

4.4 Activity Theory

Activity Theory originated within Soviet (materialist)
psychology which espoused "“the principle of unity and
inseparability of consciousness (i.e., human mind) and
activity”, drawing on the Marxist tenet of economic

determinism as the underlying dynamic of human society and
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progress. This principle means that the human mind
develops, exists and can only be understood within the
context of goal-oriented, meaningful and socially determined
interactions between the individuals and their material
environment (Kaptelinin, Kuutti et al. 1995). In other words,
a human activity cannot exist as an isolated entity. This idea
was further elaborated by Rubinshtein (1964), who
developed the notion of human action as the unit of analysis,
and led by Vygotsky, the founder of the cultural history school
of psychology. As mentioned previously, Leontiev
subsequently developed the conceptual framework of Activity
Theory (Kaptelinin, Kuutti et al. 1995). Activity Theory has
evolved through three generations of research, as described

in the following sections (Engestrém 2001).

4.4.1Activity as the basic unit of analysis

The basic unit of analysis in many psychological theories is
human action. Analysing human action is relatively easy in
laboratory experiments, but analysing these isolated actions
in real-life situations outside the laboratory is useless for
practical purposes without some comprehension of the
surrounding context of meaning in which the actions take
place. In Activity Theory, the context in which the human
actions are occurred must be included in the basic unit of
analysis. This unit is called an activity. The fact that the
context must be included in the unit of analysis makes the
research purpose essentially collective even if the researcher
is interested in individual actions. Moreover, individuals can
and usually do participate in more than one activity

simultaneously (Kuutti 1996).

According to Jonassen and Rohrer-Murphy (1999), human

activity cannot be understood or analysed outside its context.
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Therefore, when analysing human activity, researchers must
study not only the nature and types of activities that people
engage in but also who is engaging in that activity, their
backgrounds, motives and goals, what products or objects
result from that activity, what are the rules, regulations and
norms that might limit that activity, and also study the
community in which this activity occurs. In this sense, Activity
Theory can be considered as a powerful sociocultural and
cultural historical lens by which researchers can understand
and analyse the interaction of consciousness (human mind)
and human activity within its relative environmental context.
In other words, learning and performance need to be
understood and analysed within the context in which they

occur (Jonassen and Rohrer-Murphy 1999).

4.4.2The first generation of Activity Theory: from
Vygotsky to Leontiev

The first generation of activity theory was based on Vygotsky
idea of mediation. This concerns the mediation of actions by
cultural tools, commonly represented as the triangle of
subject, object and mediating artefacts (figure 4.2). The
introduction of the idea of culturally mediating artefacts in
human action was revolutionary, and meant that individuals
could no longer be understood without their cultural means
(Engestrém 2001). This generation focused primarily on the
level of individual actions, and it did not demonstrates how
individual action is situated within the collective context.
Therefore, the basic unit of analysis remained individually

focused.
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Figure 4.2: The first generation of activity theory
(Engestrom 2001)

The difference between individual action and collective
activity was implicitly involved but not well articulated by
Vygotsky’s theory. Leontiev (1981) explicated the difference
between the individual action and collective activity by his
well-known example of the “primeval collective hunt”
(Hardman 2005). Leontiev developed a three-level model of
activity which differentiates between action, operation and
activity but he never graphically expanded Vygotsky’s original
model into a new model to illustrate the collective activity
system (Engestréom 1987). In Leontiev’s model (figure 4.3),
“the upper level of the collective activity is driven by an
object-related motive, the middle level of individual or group
action is driven by a goal, and the lowest level of automatic
operations is driven by the conditions and tools of action at
hand” (Engestréom, Miettinen et al. 1999).
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Figure 4.3: Leontiev’s model of activity (1981)
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4.4.3The second generation of activity theory: from
Leontiev to Engestrom

The second generation of activity theory was proposed by
Engestrom (figure 4.4). Based on Leontiev’s work, Engestrom
expanded and developed the original triangle of the activity
to enable examination of the activity system at the macro
level of the community to the micro level that focuses on the
individual using mediating tools. The purpose of this
expansion is to represent the collective/social elements of the
activity system by adding elements of rules, community, and
division of labour while highlighting the importance of
analysing their interactions with each other. Also, the object
element in the second generation is depicted by an oval to
indicate that object-oriented actions are always implicitly or
explicitly characterized by ambiguity, sense making, surprise
and potential for change (Engestréom 2001). Moreover,
(Engestrém 1987) emphasized the idea of contradictions in
the activity system as the driving force of change and
development. The basic unit of analysis in this generation is

the activity system.
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Figure 4.4: The second generation of activity theory

4.4.4The third generation of activity theory:
Engestrom

This generation as proposed by Engestrom is an expanded
version of the second generation framework (figure 4.5). The
aim of this generation is to develop conceptual tools in order
to understand and examine the multiple perspectives, the
dialogue, and the networks of minimally two interacting
activity systems (Engestrom 2001). Engestrom (1999)
suggested that the basic unit of analysis for activity theory is
the joint activity, not the individual one, therefore the basic
model is expanded to include minimally two interacting
activity systems. This expansion is based on the idea of
multivoicedness and dialogicality between the interacting
activity systems. Furthermore, the object in the third
generation moves from being a situated and unreflected
object (object 1), to a collectively meaningful constructive
object (object 2), to a potentially shared or jointly
constructed object (object 3). Clearly, the object of activity
in this generation is a mobile or moving target which is not

reducible to conscious short-term goals (Engestrém 2001).
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Figure 4.5: The third generation of activity theory (Engestrém
2001)

The complex concepts involved in these three generations of
activity theory development are defined and explained in

greater detail in the following sections.

4.4.5 Components of activity system

The components of an activity are organized into an activity
system. The activity system is depicted as a triangle. Each
activity system contains interacting elements or components,
namely subject, object tool, division of labour, community

and rules.

The subject

The subject of any activity could be an individual or a group
of individuals engaged in this activity, and the activity
systems are perceived from their points of view (Jonassen
2000).

The object

The object represents the intention or problem that motivates
the activity. It provides the purpose or goal for which the
participants’ actions are constructed and directed. Also, the

object could be a physical or mental product acted on by the
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subject (Jonassen 2000). For Engestrém (2001), the object
is more than the merely the individual motive driving the
activity, rather it is a collectively shared object. He defined
the object as “the raw material or problem space at which the
activity is directed and which is moulded and transformed into
outcomes with the help of physical and symbolic, external and
internal tools” (Engestrom 1993, p.67). Whatever the object
is, it is not immutable, rather it is transformed as the activity
unfolds (Nardi 1996).

The tools or mediating artefacts

Tools or mediating artefacts are the means the subject uses
to act on the object. The tools element represents the
mediation principle in the activity system. Tools can be
anything used for the transformation process, including
physical tools such as computers, or psychological or mental
tools such as language and concepts. The use of cultural tools
shapes the way subjects act and think. Therefore, it can be
argued that the use of tools changes or influences the human
activity and also they are changed and influenced by the
human activity. As a result, tools cannot be applied and used

identically in different contexts (Jonassen 2000).

Community

The community element represents those who work
collaboratively with the subjects and who have a shared
interest in the object and outcomes of the activity. This
element represents the macro level or the collective

perspective of the activity (Greenhow and Belbas 2007).

Meaningful activity is rarely accomplished individually,
because individuals are members of a community, or different

communities that have a shared purpose or object. Therefore,
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"the human individual's activity is a system of social relations.
It does not exist without those social relations" (Leont'ev,
1981, pp. 46-7). The function of the community within the
activity systems is to distribute the cognitive responsibility
among participants to achieve a shared object. In other
words, the activity is distributed between the subjects and
the community in which they are involved and interact
(Jonassen 2000). According to (Jonassen 2000), “human
cognition is always situated in a complex sociocultural world

that affects individual cognition”.

Although the goal of learning communities should be learning,
some contradictions may arise within or between different
activity systems that may hinder the learning process. These
contradictions may emerge because subjects of the activity
are simultaneously members of various communities and
they must continuously change or adjust their roles and
actions to meet the socially accepted expectations of the
different communities. Consequently, these different
expectations create some conflicts between subjects’ roles in
the various communities, which may lead to transformational
activities to deal with those contradicting expectations
(Jonassen 2000).

Division of Labour

This element represents the explicit and implicit roles and
responsibilities which subjects assume when carrying out
specific activity (Greenhow and Belbas 2007). Also, it refers
to both the horizontal division of tasks and responsibilities
between cooperative members of the community and also to
the vertical or hierarchical division of power and status
(Engestrom 1999).

109



The rules

This element represents the explicit and implicit regulations,
policies, laws, expectations, norms and conventions that may
constrain and influence the tools by which the activity is
carried out (Greenhow and Belbas 2007). Moreover, rules
guide to some extent the actions or activities acceptable by
the community, so tools or mediating artefacts that the
community uses will mediate this guiding process (Jonassen
2000).

4.4.6Five principles of the third generation of activity
theory (Engestrom 2001)

The first principle: the prime unit of analysis is “a collective,

artifact-mediated and object- oriented activity system, seen
in its network relations to other activity systems”. Individual’s
or group’s actions are subordinate units of analysis and can
be understood only when interpreted against the
backgrounds of the entire activity system(s) (Engestrom
2001, p.136).

The second principle: the multi-voicedness of activity

systems

The activity system is considered as a community which
includes multiple points of view, different interests and
traditions, because the participants have their own diverse
histories. The division of labour in the activity system helps
highlight these differences. This multi-voicedness is a source
of problems, contradictions, innovation, and transformation
(Engestrém 2001).
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The third principle: historicity

Activity systems are not static, rather they get shaped and
transformed over time. Moreover, “their problems and
potentials can only be understood against their own history.
History itself needs to be studied as local history of the
activity and its objects and as history of the theoretical ideas
and tools that have shaped the activity” (Engestrom 2001,
p.136).

The fourth principle: the central role of contradictions as

sources of change and development.

Contradictions are “historically accumulating structural
tensions within and between activity systems” that generate
conflicts or disturbances that lead to change and development
(Engestréom 2001, p.137). They are “fundamental tensions
and misalignments in the structure that typically manifest
themselves as problems, ruptures, and breakdowns in the
functioning of the activity system” (Virkkunen and Kuutti,
2000, p.302).

Engestrom (1987) identified four types of contradictions:

1- Primary contradictions: this type of contradictions could
occur within each of the components in the same
activity system.

2- Secondary contradictions: they could occur between
components of the central activity system.

3- Tertiary contradictions: they could occur between the
objects of the central activity system and the object of
neighbouring activities (in case if there are two or more

activity systems).
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4- Quaternary contradictions: they could occur between
the other components of the central activity and its

neighbouring activities.

The fifth  principle: the possibility of expansive

transformations in activity systems.

Aggravation of contradictions within the activity systems
result in some participants beginning to question and deviate
from the established norms, which in turn may lead to
change. (Engestrém 2001) argued that “an expansive
transformation is accomplished when the object and motive
of the activity are reconceptualised to embrace a radically
wider horizon of possibilities than in the previous mode of the
activity”. He also added that a complete transformation cycle

is a collective effort through the ZPD of the activity.

4.5 Summary

This chapter discussed the history of Vygotsky’s sociocultural
theory development. Then, presented the tenets,
generations, components and principles of Activity Theory.
The next chapter will present the methodology and methods

of this research.
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CHAPTER FOUR: METHODOLOGY AND
METHODS

5.1 Introduction

The chapter begins with a statement of the study aims,
followed by a detailed account of the methodological
approach that was used in the study. A discussion of the
underpinning philosophical assumptions that informed the
selection of the research design is also presented. The
subsequent sections provide a detailed description of the
research design, the participants and setting, the methods of
research and the procedures utilised for data collection, as
well as an analysis and summary of the ethical issues which

arose during the study.

5.2 Research aims and objectives
The aims of this study were to:

Aim 1: Explore the pedagogical value of the e-portfolio

as a learning tool for nursing students:

Related Objectives:

- Identify the learning activities that are undertaken by
the students with the support of the e-portfolio as a

mediating tool.

- Explore the mediational role and value of the e-portfolio
in helping the students to carry out each of these
learning activities and in receiving support from their

tutors and facilitators.
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Aim 2: Investigate the contextual challenges that
affect the role of the e-portfolio as a means of
mediating the students’ learning activities and identify
the underlying contradictions that generate these

challenges.

Related Objectives:

- Understand how the sociocultural context constrains
the students’ use of the e-portfolio

- Identify the challenges the students may experience
while carrying out their learning activities using the e-
portfolio.

- Trace the root causes of these challenges through an
exploration of the contradictions that generate them.

- Identify the implications of these challenges and
contradictions for the use of the e-portfolio as a means
of mediating the students’ learning activities.

- Identify how the students and their tutors are able to

resolve these contradictions.

5.3 Methodology

5.3.1 The qualitative research approach: selecting the

approach:

A qualitative research approach was considered appropriate
as the method of inquiry in this study for a variety of reasons.
First, the study sought a deep and rich understanding of the
pedagogical value of the e-portfolio for as reflective tool for
nursing students and of the challenges that can affect its
value. A qualitative approach was chosen, as it would provide
a rich and detailed description of the phenomenon being

studied, which would help to capture the complexity of the
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phenomenon and its essential and unique aspects (Sofaer,
1999). In qualitative research, more attention is paid to the
process involved than to the outcome or product (Ploeg,
1999).

Second, a qualitative approach seeks to understand the
phenomena under investigation from the perspective of the
participants and to understand the meaning they have
constructed about their world and how they interpret and
make sense of their experiences in life (Mack and Woodsong,
2005;Merriam, 2009). It empowers and gives a voice to the
participants, allowing them to share their stories and assist
researchers in seeing the world and understanding the
phenomena through their eyes (Merriam, 2009;Cohen et al.,
2011). This notion is in line with one of the basic principles of
Activity Theory, which states that an activity under
investigation should be understood from the subjects’
perspective (Jonassen, 2000). Consequently, the aim of this
study was to ensure that the students involved had the
opportunity to describe how they perceived the value of the
e-portfolio as a mediator for their learning activities, as well

as explain the challenges they encountered.

Third, a qualitative approach can enhance the understanding
of the context in which phenomena occur as well as the
phenomena themselves. It is difficult to separate people’s
actions and words from the context in which they take place
(Creswell, 2007), therefore, a qualitative inquiry requires an
investigation into the context, as well as the specific
phenomenon under investigation, to allow for better
understanding (Patton, 2002b). Lawrence-Lightfoot and
Davis (1997) states that: “The context is rich in clues for

interpreting the experience of the actors in the setting. We
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have no idea how to decipher or decode an action, a gesture,
a conversation, or an exclamation unless we see it embedded
in context” (Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis, 1997, p.41)
Similarly, Activity theory posits that human activities are
complex and cannot be understood or analysed outside of
their context (Kuutti, 1996). This study aimed to understand
how the sociocultural context enabled or constrained the
students’ use of the e-portfolio to carry out their learning
activities. Therefore, a qualitative approach was deemed

appropriate to uncover these underlying constraints.

In conclusion, it can be argued that a qualitative research
approach was the appropriate method of enquiry for this
study. Moreover, it dovetailed with the Activity theory
framework to provide an in-depth description and explanation

of the phenomenon under study.

5.3.2 The underpinning philosophy: understanding the

approach

A qualitative inquiry includes a variety of philosophical
approaches. Each approach has different implications
concerning how the research should be conducted, with
regard to the selection of the methods for data collection and
analysis (Merriam, 2009;Creswell, 2007). Thus, qualitative
researchers are always encouraged to carefully consider their
own philosophical position and determine their ontological
assumptions (views about the nature of social reality) and
epistemological assumptions (how knowledge about this
reality developed) (Cohen et al., 2011;King and Horrocks,
2010). The philosophical stance that underpins this research
is informed by critical realism. Below is a brief summary of
the basic principles of critical realism, followed by a

description of its relationship with Activity Theory. The final
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section presents the justification for using critical realism as

the underpinning philosophical approach in this study

5.3.2.1 The tenets of critical realism

Critical realism was developed in response to dissatisfaction
with the limitation of using only positivism or interpretivism.
Critical realism is viewed as the “third way” between these
two extreme approaches (Allen et al., 2013) because it
retains a realist ontology (the belief that there is a real
world out there that exists independently of our knowledge,
perceptions and constructions of it), while accepting an
interpretive/constructivist epistemology (the belief that
our knowledge of this world is only a construction of our own
minds and perspectives and, thus, that knowledge is socially
and historically relative) (Maxwell, 2012). Since our
knowledge of the external world is socially constructed,
critical realists assert that the external world cannot be fully
understood through our sensory perceptions and that our
knowledge about it fallible and never complete (Owens,
2011). Therefore, any claims concerning our knowledge
about the world must be scrutinized and judged carefully

through research and scientific study (Sayer, 2000).

Critical realism holds that some aspects of reality are hidden
from our experience because they are beyond our perception
of them (Guba, 1990;0wens, 2011;Sayer, 2000). Critical
realists hold the belief that reality is multi-layered and the
deepest layer of reality is beyond what one can see and
experience in everyday life. Bhaskar (1998) posits three
layers or domains of reality (see figure 4.1). There is the real
domain that consists of mechanisms, structures, powers and
tendencies that generate or activate events. Then there is the

actual domain that includes all the events (observed and
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unobserved) that are generated by the mechanisms in the
real level. Finally, there is the empirical level, which
contains only the events that can be observed through our
senses (Bhaskar, 1998). Researchers in social science are
encouraged to go beyond the empirical level and discover
what is behind the “surface appearance” of the observable
events. In other words, they are encouraged to uncover the
underlying mechanisms and structures that will explain the
observed events (Jakobsen, 2011). Bhaskar (1989) argues
that it is only through the identification of these mechanisms
that we will be able to understand, explain and, therefore,

change the social world.

Real domain

(mechanisms that
generate or activate
events)

Actual domain

(events observed
and unobserved
events)

Emprical dmain
(observable
events)

Figure 5.1 Domains of reality, modified from (Mingers and
Willcocks, 2005)
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In conclusion, Critical realists argue that positivism and
interpretivism have failed to produce a deep and rich account
of reality because of their limited analytical ability. Positivism
provides a superficial description of observed reality (the
empirical domain) because it describes only the observable
events. Interpretivism provides a superficial explanation of
reality (the actual domain) because it relies only on
explaining the pattern of events. In contrast, critical realism
provides a deep and comprehensive account of reality (the
real domain) because it uncovers the underlying generative

mechanisms that can either constrain or enable these events.

5.3.2.2 Critical realism and Activity Theory

The complexity of the relationships between events and their
generative mechanisms and structures sometimes leaves
researchers helplessly trying to find explanations or answers
for questions such as why certain events happened in a
particular way, and how, and under what circumstances,
these events were experienced by the participants (Pawson
and Tilley, 1997). In response to this issue, critical realists
suggest that the researcher can use theories to help
understand and explain the underlying mechanisms behind
the phenomenon under study (Danermark, 2007). It has
been suggested that ‘scientific theories explain observable
phenomena by describing the mechanisms and structures
through which various, often unobservable entities possess
the “power” to generate occurrences.’ (Keat and Urry, 1982).
Thus, Activity Theory has been used in this study as a
methodological and analytical framework to help uncover and
explain the underlying mechanisms and structures that
shaped the role of the e-portfolio in mediating the students’

learning activities.
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In this study, it is argued that Critical Realism and Activity
theory complement each other philosophically and
methodologically. They both seek to uncover, understand and
explain the underlying mechanisms and structures that give
rise to events/activities rather than merely describing the
observable features. Furthermore, they both focus on the
importance of context and acknowledge its effect on the
phenomenon being studied. Critical realists assert that the
causal mechanisms that generate the events always exist in
a social context. This context includes factors that may
constrain or enable these mechanisms to operate and
generates events, hence, an understanding the effect of the
context on these mechanisms is rendered essential (Wilson
and McCormack, 2006). Similarly, Activity theory posits that
any human activity is situated within a context that consists
of interrelated elements that can influence the activity. These
elements include the implicit and explicit rules which govern
the activity, the community involved, and the division of
labour, that is, the way tasks and roles are divided among the

subjects and the community (Park, 2015).

5.3.2.3 The justification for using critical realism

The use of a critical realism approach alongside Activity
Theory allowed for more ontological depth in this study. The
study aimed at more than merely describing the patterns of
how the e-portfolio mediated or facilitated certain learning
activities. Rather, the aim was to understand and explain how
these patterns were shaped and influenced by the generative
mechanisms that were derived from the structures of its
context. The activity system triangle was used as a
framework to uncover the underlying structures (rules,

community, and division of labour) and mechanisms (such as
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level of support and guidance from the community,
understanding of roles and responsibilities and clarity and
compliance with the rules and regulations) of each learning
activity and explore their influence in terms of shaping
events/effects (the way the e-portfolio mediated and

supported each learning activity).
5.3.3 The research design

5.3.3.1 Selecting the appropriate design

Qualitative research is not a single method. Rather, it is an
umbrella term that covers a variety of research designs.
These designs vary in terms of: their focus, the
epistemological and ontological assumptions they adopt, and
the way data are collected, analysed and presented (Merriam,
2009;Creswell, 2007;Denzin and Lincoln, 2003). The
selection of an appropriate research design is guided by the
nature and purpose of the research and the researcher’s
philosophical position concerning the nature of reality,
knowledge and truth (Creswell, 2007;Mills et al., 2008;Yin,
2014). In the case of this study, a number of factors informed

the choice of the appropriate research design (listed below).
An appropriate research design for this study should:

- Allow for an in-depth understanding of the phenomena of
interest (in this case, the pedagogical value of the e-
portfolio for nursing students)

- Capture the uniqueness and complexity of the phenomena
as well as the context in which they are situated.

- Allow for multiple data collection methods to be used in

order to capture the complexity of the phenomena.
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- Capture the phenomena from the perspectives of different
types of participants (such as students, tutors and
curriculum planners)

- Allow for data collection to be done over a relatively long
period of time.

- Be consistent with the assumptions of critical realism and
principles of Activity Theory in terms of appreciating the
context in which the phenomenon/activity exists and
allowing for an exploration of the underlying mechanisms
and structures within the context that produced the events.

After careful consideration of the aforementioned criteria, a

case study design was found to be most suited for this study.

The case study is a research design that allows for in-depth

and comprehensive exploration and analysis of a

contemporary complex phenomenon, unit, activity,

individual, group of individuals, or system within its real life
setting (Stake, 1995;Creswell, 2007;Merriam, 2009;Yin,
2014;Yin, 2012). To capture the complexity of a phenomenon
and achieve a comprehensive understanding of it, the case
study approach relies on using multiple data sources and
viewpoints to explore the phenomenon over a period of time

(Stake, 1995;Creswell, 2007;Yin, 2014;Ritchie and Lewis,

2003). The “distinctive need” to use a case study design

originates in an interest in exploring and understanding a

complex phenomenon (Yin, 2012). This study considers the

pedagogical value of e-portfolio to be a complex phenomenon
comprising different processes, activities, variables,
relationship, and mechanisms. The features of the case study

design ensured that this phenomenon was explored in a

significant amount of depth, through different lenses, and,

over a considerable amount of time (nearly two years).
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Moreover, the case study approach was thought to be
particularly  appropriate for this study, as an
acknowledgement and understanding the contextual
environment in which the phenomenon/activity existed was
considered as an essential aspect. One of the distinctive
features of a case study is that a phenomenon is explored
“within its real-life context, when the boundaries between the
phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (Yin, 2014).
It portrays the interaction between the contextual factors and
the phenomenon over a period of time (Merriam, 2009). A
focus on the context is congruent with the basic principles of
both Activity Theory and critical realism. Activity theory posits
that human activity can only be understood and explained
within its context, taking into account the sociocultural
historical aspects (Kaptelinin et al., 1995). It “focuses on
whole systems of activity,; rather than considering individuals
in isolation, it situates individuals within the activity
system(s) in which they are involved” (Murphy, 2013).
Therefore, it was felt that a case study was a preferable
approach to use for studying contradictions, particular in
research into educational technology, such as in the case of
this study (Murphy, 2013, P.448). The use of a case study as
a research design combined with the choice of Activity Theory
as a framework has gained popularity in recent years in
research into educational technology (Basharina, 2007;Berge
and Fjuk, 2006;Fahraeus, 2004;Russell and Schneiderheinze,
2005;Barab et al., 2002). In this study, the use of a case
study alongside Activity Theory allowed for an in-depth
exploration and a thick description of the context in which the
use e-portfolio was situated. It also allowed for an

identification of the challenges and contradictions that
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emerged within the context and impacted the use of the e-

portfolio as a means of mediating the learning activities.

Similarly, it is argued that a case study design is well suited
to research that is informed by critical realism, the
underpinning philosophical approach adopted in this study
(Easton, 2010). Research underpinned by critical realism
demands researchers achieve a sufficient depth of data
collection and analysis in order to be able to explore the
underlying structures and mechanisms at play within the
context (O’'Gorman, 2013). A case study design, particularly
when applied longitudinally, is widely recognized for its ability
to provide researchers with the opportunity to engage in an
in-depth exploration of a complex phenomenon and expose
its underlying causal mechanisms (Eisenhardt and Graebner,
2007). It is also argued that a case study approach is well
suited for research with an objective of understanding “how”
and “why” things are the way they are (Easton, 2010). The
use of a case study design brought a notable advantage to
this study. It helped in generating rich data and allowed for
an in-depth analysis of this data. This subsequently allowed
for an analysis of how the e-portfolio mediated the learning
activities and an understanding of the root causes of the

challenges encountered by the participants.

In conclusion, the case study design fulfilled all the previously
set criteria for an ‘appropriate’ research design. It allowed
for: an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon over time
and the complexity of the context, the use of different data
sources from different perspectives and the identification of

the underlying structures and mechanisms at play.
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5.3.3.2 Longitudinal instrumental case study design

Stake (1995, 2005) identified three types of case study
namely: intrinsic, instrumental and collective (multiple) case
studies. In an intrinsic case study, the researcher focuses on
gaining a deeper understanding of a particular case because
of its uniqueness, not for the purpose of making a
generalization or building a theory. In an Instrumental case
study, the researcher examines a particular case in order to
gain a broader understanding of and insight into an issue. The
case itself is not of primary interest and it is examined only
to facilitate our understanding of something else. A Collective
case study focuses on studying a number of cases in order to

investigate a particular phenomenon (Stake, 2005).

The aims of this study were to understand the pedagogical
value of the e-portfolio for nursing students, as well as to
identify the contextual challenges and contradictions that
might affect its role in mediating their learning activities.
Clearly, the focus was not a particular group of nursing
students who used e-portfolios, rather, the focus was on
gaining a deeper understanding of the pedagogical value of
the e-portfolio and uncovering the underlying structures and
mechanisms that either enabled or constrained the role of the
e-portfolio in mediating the participants’ learning activities.
Therefore, this study is best described as an instrumental
case study because the focus was not on the people involved,
instead, it was on the insights they provided concerning the
issue. Therefore, the group of students who formed the case
in this study were merely an instrument (typical case) for
understanding the pedagogical value of e-portfolios and

shedding the light on the challenges and contradictions that
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may be common to other students or entities who use e-

portfolios.

5.3.3.3 Defining the case, the unit of analysis and the

boundaries

Defining the case, that is what is to be considered as part of
the case, was considered the most important step in
designing the case study. Firstly, it is helpful to frame the
scope of the study. Defining the “case” to be studied is
informed by the research questions or aims of the study in
question (Stake, 1995;Yin, 2012;Creswell, 2007). The case is
defined as a bounded system, which has pre-set boundaries
that characterize what it is. Anything beyond these
boundaries should not be included in the study (Miles, 1994;
Merriam, 2009). These boundaries could be spatial, temporal
or any other concrete boundaries. Identifying these
boundaries clarifies the relevant individuals to be interviewed
and/or observed, the setting or geographical area of interest,
the time and duration of the data the data collection, and the
type of information to be collected for the case (Creswell,
2007; Merriam, 2009).

This study sought to understand the pedagogical value of the
e-portfolio for nursing students. Since the data required to
answer this question were mostly available from the students,
the “case” in this study was defined as: a group/cohort of
nursing students who used an e-portfolio as a part of their
course. The information gained from the students helped to
identify the learning activities for which they were using the
e-portfolio and it also provided insights into the how e-
portfolio facilitated or mediated each of these activities.
Based on that, a decision was taken to consider these learning

activities to be the main unit for analysis in this study. This
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decision was informed by the basic tenet of Activity Theory,
which considers “activities” as the basic unit for analysis,
taking into account the larger contextual system in which
these activities are situated. This larger system comprises
other elements that may constrain or enable the subjects
(students) to perform the activity. These elements are the
mediating tools, community (other actors), the division of
labour among the community, and the rules and conventions
of the activity. Activities are understood within their context
through an exploration of the relationship between all of
these elements and an exploration of their effect on the

activity.

The elements of the activity system acted as a guide to clarify
the boundaries of the case in this study. For instance, it
helped to identify the relevant groups of people who needed
to be included in the study in order to gain an in-depth
understanding of pedagogical value of the e-portfolio and its
related challenges. The subjects were the students who used
the e-portfolio to carry out the activity. The community
consisted of the tutors/facilitators whose role was to use the
e-portfolio to support the students to carry out their learning
activities. Following this, in order to understand the elements
concerning rules and division of labour, there was a need to
include some of the curriculum planners who participated in
designing the course and were involved in setting the rules,
policies, responsibilities related to the use of e-portfolio within
the course. Involving different actors (tutors, and curriculum
planners) who were not the focus of the case helped to
iluminate the case, providing a richer picture and showing,
from different angles, different aspects of how the e-portfolio

mediated the students’ learning activities and how they
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viewed the challenges of using the e-portfolio. Figure 5.2

shows the case composition.

Moreover, the structure of the activity system was also useful

in choosing the data collection methods to be used as a

means of fully understanding the components of each activity

system, how the e-portfolio mediated each activity and the

challenges and contradictions that emerged from context,

influencing the use of the e-portfolio for carrying out the

activity. The data collection methods will be explained in

detail later in the chapter.

Tool
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Figure 5.2: the case composition
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5.3.4 Data collection methods

The <case study excels at developing a thorough
understanding of a complex phenomenon (case), through the
use a variety of data collection methods (Creswell,
2007;Cohen et al., 2011). It has been argued that “no single
source has a complete advantage over all the others. In fact,
the various sources are highly complementary, and a good
case study will therefore want to use as many sources as
possible” (Yin, 2009). The use of multiple data collection
methods, to approach a phenomenon from different angles,
has been advocated, to create richer insights that
demonstrate the multifaceted nature of the phenomenon and
its context (Merriam, 2009); (Yin, 2009). It also necessary
for data triangulation, where the data collected from different
sources are compared to each other to see whether they
corroborate, conflict, or complement each other (Silverman,
2006). Similarly, it is argued that research using Activity
Theory as a methodological and analytical framework
requires researchers to collect data from a variety of sources
in order to develop a fuller understanding of the activity
system(s) under investigation, as well as to triangulate the
evidence in order to produce more trustworthy results
(Yamagata-Lynch, 2010). Comparably, proponents of critial
realism argue that using multiple sources of data collection
enables researchers to obtain multiple forms and
represenatations of the phenomena under investigation. A
comparison of these representations will allow researchers to
find any similarities and differences and uncover the
uderlying mechanisms and structures that produced the
observable events. This will enable researchers to move
considerably closer to an understanding of the reality of the

real domain (Burgess and Newton, 2014). The purpose of this
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study, the design used and the underpinning philopsopcal and
theroretical assumptions suggested that one single source of
evidence would not be enough to understand the phenomena
under investigation and that multiple sources would be
necessary for an in-depth understanding of the phenomena
and to achieve the research aims. Therefore, the study
employed a number of data collection methods, including
semi-structured interviews, online observation and document

analysis.

5.3.4.1 Qualitative interviews

Qualitative interviews are one of the most commonly used
methods for data collection in case study research (Yin,
2014). This method was chosen to be the primary source for
data collection in this study, due to its potential to provide
rich data, which can, in turn, lead to thick descriptions of the
phenomenon. The interview method, in qualitative research,
aims to capture and describe individuals’ perspectives of their
experiences as they have lived and made sense of it (Denzin
and Lincoln, 2003). A key difference between interviews and
other methods of data collection is that they empower people
and allow their voice to be heard, in addition to allowing the
researcher to ask questions, clarify things and probe for
further information (Cohen et al., 2011). It also allows the
researcher to engage directly in a conversation with the
participant(s) in order to discover their outer as well as inner
world that is invisible to others (Schultze and Avital, 2011).
In this regards, Patton (2002a) further added:

"We interview people to find out from them those things we cannot
directly observe...we cannot observe everything. We cannot observe
feelings, thoughts, and intentions. We cannot observe behaviours
that took place at some previous point in time. We cannot observe

situations that preclude the presence of an observer. We cannot
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observe how people have organized the world and the meanings
they attach to what goes on in the world. We have to ask people

questions about those things.” (Patton (2002a)

Merriam (2009) identifies three types of interviews in terms
of the degree of structure: highly structured (standardized),
unstructured, and semi-structured interviews. Structured
interviews are most often employed in quantitative research,
particularly surveys. This type of interview requires the
researcher to strictly adhere to a predetermined set of
questions and guide the participants’ responses. The problem
with the structured interview is that it only allows for limited
answers from the participants and it does not allow for in-
depth understanding of the participants’ views of their world.
Therefore, examining a complex phenomenon using a
structured interview would be difficult. Consequently, it was
not chosen as fit for the purpose of this study. In contrast,
unstructured interviews are more of a conversation than an
interview in nature. There is no predetermined set of specific
questions the researcher should use. Rather, the researcher
might start the interview with a very broad set of questions
and then proceed accordingly, based on the participant’s
answer to the first question. This type of interview is useful
when there is not enough known about the phenomenon and
there is little guidance on what to ask about (Merriam (2009).
In this case the interviewer must “go with the flow” (Patton,
2002a). The problem with unstructured interviews is that
they are very time consuming and they need a skilled
researcher to handle the large amount of the data produced,
which may seem to be unconnected and divergent (Merriam,
2009;Gill et al., 2008). Accordingly, this type of interview did
not seem to serve the purpose of this study. The semi-

structured interview lies somewhere in the middle of the
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structured-unstructured continuum. Unlike the unstructured
interview, this type of interview is guided by an interview
guide where predetermined themes or open ended questions
need to be covered. It is also more flexible than the
structured interview as it allows the researcher to change the
sequence of questions as needed during the interview.
Furthermore, it provides researchers with the opportunity to
probe the participants to clarify and elaborate on their
responses, add impromptu questions to follow up certain
areas that may emerge during the interview (Merriam,
2009;Gill et al., 2008;DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree, 2006).
Therefore, the semi-structured interview seemed the
appropriate model to use in this study, because it allowed the
participants to freely articulate their perspectives on the
value of their e-portfolio as a learning tool and, at the same
time, it satisfied the researcher’s need to cover certain topics
and follow up on new ideas introduced and issues raised by
the participants during the interview. This, in turn, allowed
for new themes to emerge. In this study, semi structured
interviews were conducted individually and face to face with
three categories of participants: students, tutors and
curriculum planners. The procedure of these interviews will
be expounded in the “Study procedures” section in this

chapter.

Two rounds of interviews were conducted at different stages
with each student and tutor. For the curriculum planners,
different individuals were recruited to take part in the follow-
up interviews, in order to gain different perspectives on the

implementation of the e-portfolio in the school.

The analysis of the initial interviews revealed that the

students found the e-portfolio useful, as a means of
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facilitating and supporting particular learning activities. It
also showed that there were some challenges and
contradictions that impacted each of these activities.
Therefore, it was deemed worthwhile to conduct follow up
interviews, to explore how the e-portfolio mediated these
activities in more depth. The questions in the follow up
interviews were designed to dig deeper in order to gain a
greater understanding of the mediational role of the e-
portfolio in each of the identified learning activities and was
also tailored to determine the challenges that impacted its
mediational role and the activity as a whole. Generally, in
these followup interviews, students and tutors gave their
perspectives on emergent issues relating to the pedagogical
role of the e-portfolio as a learning tool, one year after the
first interviews. In terms of the benefits of follow up

A\Y

interviews, Maykut and Morehouse (2002) assert that: “in
many studies the interviewee is interviewed more than once,
pursuing in subsequent interviews topics that emerge as
important from preliminary data analysis. This kind of
persistent involvement with interviewees makes it more likely
that the researcher will come to understand at a deeper level
their perceptions related the phenomenon under study”. This
idea appears to fit well with the philosophical approach
adopted in this study, critical realism, which aims to uncover
the underlying structures and mechanisms behind certain
processes. The follow up interview in this study provided the
opportunity to go below the surface of what the participants
might have said in the initial interviews and unearth the real
meaning and mechanisms that underpinned the way they

used and perceived the value of the e-portfolio.

Table (5.1) summarises the purposes of the initial and follow

up interviews for each category of participants. Interview

133



guides were developed for each of these interviews (See
Appendix A). The guides included open ended questions,

which were based on the purpose of these interviews.

The questions were formulated in a way that elicited
information about each of the components of the activity
system (subjects, tools, division of labour, rules, objects and

outcomes).

5.3.4.2 Online observation

Observation is considered to be one of the data collection
methods that can help researchers to develop a good case
study (Mills et al., 2009). It enables researchers to observe
what is actually happening in the natural setting in which the
phenomenon occurs (Cohen et al., 2011), as well as to collect
live, authentic data directly from its natural setting, rather
than relying solely on what the participant offers during the
interviews. The data obtained through observation can be
used as a “reality check” against the participants’ narrative
because what people actually do and what they say they do
might be completely different  things (Robson,
2002;McKinney and Spialek, 2017). In comparison with other
data collection methods, observation helps researchers to
have a better understanding of the sociocultural context in
which  the participants” behaviours, activities and
relationships are situated (Bogdan and Biklen, 2007;Varis,
2016).
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Table 5.1 The purpose of the initial and follow up interviews for each category of participants

Initial interviews

Follow up interviews

-Their perception of the value of the e-portfolio for supporting
their students’ learning

Students Elicit in-depth information about: Follow up and explore in more depth:
-Their initial use of the e-portfolio. - Their perception of the value of the e-portfolio as a means of
-Their perception of the value of the e-portfolio supporting their learning activities.
-Which learning activities the e-portfolio was supporting and | _ How the e-portfolio mediated the activities that they had
facilitating and how it mediated them. . . .
previously identified.
-Challenges they encountered and how such challenges hindered
. L . . . - Any new activities found to be facilitated by the e-portfolio after
their use of the e-portfolio in carrying out their learning
Lo . . the initial interviews.
activities and how they overcame these challenges, if possible.

-Any further challenges they encountered and how such
challenges hindered their use of e-portfolio for carrying out
their activities and how they overcame them, if possible.

Tutors Elicit in-depth information about: Follow up and explore in more depth:

-Their perception of the value of the e-portfolio in supporting
their students’ learning
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-For which learning activities their students were using the e-
portfolio.

-How the e-portfolio helped them to support their students in
carrying out their learning activities.

-Challenges they encountered and how such challenges hindered
their use of the e-portfolio for supporting their students and
how they overcame them, if possible.

-How the e-portfolio helped them to support their students in
carrying out their learning activities.

- Challenges they encountered and how such challenges hindered
their use of e-portfolio for supporting their students and how

they overcame them, if possible.

Curriculum

planners

Elicit in-depth information about:

-The reasons for and the way the e-portfolio was introduced to
the students and tutors.

-The way the e-portfolio was integrated into the curriculum.

-The roles and responsibilities of the students and the tutors in
using the e-portfolio

-The rules and policies within the school/university that
governed or affected the students and tutors’ use of the e-
portfolio.

-The support given to the students and tutors in using the e-
portfolio.

-The challenges faced in integrating the e-portfolio in the course

Follow up and explore in more depth:

- The way the use of e-portfolio had evolved since it was first
introduced.

- Challenges reported by the students and tutors in using the e-
portfolio

- Any changes in the e-portfolio implementation on the course
as a response to the challenges faced by the students and
tutors.
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Traditionally, observation of social situations takes place in a
typical physical setting or field (Joinson, 2007). However, the
rapid growth of the internet has enabled a new form of
observation to emerge, that is, ethnographic or online
observation where researchers can observe social situations
online in non-physical or virtual settings (Hine, 2005;Garcia
et al., 2009;Skageby, 2011;Varis, 2016). There has been a
growing interest in the use of the use of online observation to
study the students’ practices, behaviours, and activities in
online learning environment, including discussions within the
field of educational research (Williams, 2007;Given,
2008;Kulavuz-Onal and Vasquez, 2013). Over the last few
decades, students have increasingly been using online
learning tools and environments to aid their learning. These
environments can potentially be a rich source of observational
data about the students learning and interactions (Liang,
2007;Parker Webster and Marques da Silva, 2013).
Therefore, observing these environments may provide
researchers with the opportunity to watch people acting and
interacting live (Given, 2008;Jewkes, 2012;Parker Webster
and Marques da Silva, 2013). In this study, the students’ e-
portfolio was viewed as a rich resource of information
concerning the context in which the participants were
situated. Therefore, observation of the e-portfolio was
essential, in order to obtain a detailed description of the
natural setting in which the phenomenon existed, explore the
nature of the learning activities the students were
undertaking within the e-portfolio and understand the

interactions between the participants.
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5.3.4.3 Document analysis

Document analysis was the final data collection method in this
study. It is one of the research methods that is applicable to
case study research. It is often used in conjunction with other
data collection methods, however, it can be the main method
for collecting data in some types of research, such as
historical research (Mills et al., 2009). Document analysis can
be defined as a systematic examination and interpretation of
printed and/or electronic materials in order to develop
understanding of and construct meaning from the
phenomenon of interest (Corbin and Strauss, 2008).
Documents can be any materials that contain information
relevant to the case under investigation. These documents
have already been created, exist prior to and are unrelated
to the research at hand. Therefore, they are “unobtrusive”
and “non-reactive” in relation to the subject that is currently
under study (Bowen, 2009). (Yin, 2014) stated that “for the
purpose of case studies, the most important use of
documents is to corroborate and augment evidence from
other sources” (Yin, 2014, p.103).

In this study, document analysis was used to understand the
sociocultural context in which the participants and the e-
portfolio were situated. The focus was on identifying the
sociocultural factors within the context that might have
influenced the students’ execution of their learning activities.
To be consistent with Activity Theory, a number of documents
were analysed, to capture information related to the rules
and regulations that governed the students’ use of e-portfolio
to perform their activities, the community with which the
students were supposed to be interacting and receiving

support from, the division of labour among the community
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regarding the use of e-portfolio, and the nature and
characteristics of the tool being used, that is, the e-portfolio.
In addition, the document analysis helped to shed the light
on any contradictions between these elements and uncover
any inconsistencies between the data from the documents

analysis and the data collected via other means.
5.3.5 Study procedures

5.3.5.1 Ethical approval

The participants in this study were healthy human
volunteers— nursing students, tutors, curriculum
administrators, who were based at one of the Schools of
Nursing in the UK. Ethical approval to conduct the study was
received from the Medical School Research Ethics Committee
and the R&D Department in November 2012. A site specific
approval was also granted by the School of Nursing in which

the study was conducted.

5.3.5.2 Selecting the study/case site

The study was undertaken in one of the Schools of Nursing in
the East Midland region in the UK. The choice of this site was
entirely purposive. It was chosen for two reasons. The first
was because the school met the criterion of using the e-
portfolio in its undergraduate nursing program. The use of the
e-portfolio in nursing schools is a relatively recent trend and,
at the time, there were still many nursing schools using the
paper portfolio (Jones et al., 2006). The chosen school had
recently replaced its paper portfolio with an electronic
portfolio system, PebblePad, as a part of a substantial
curricular reform which aimed at moving toward a more a
student-centred curriculum. As a result of this reform, the

school had invested in and employed a variety of technologies
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to enhance and support the students’ learning. One of these

technologies was the e-portfolio.

The second reason for selecting this school was a pragmatic
reason, that is, the ease of obtaining access to the setting
and the prospective research participants. One of the main
concerns of qualitative researchers is gaining access to the
field work site and researchers may spend a great deal of time
trying to obtain access (Johl and Renganathan, 2010).
Therefore, obtaining entry to the research site was an
important consideration. In this study, the head of school
and the program director through whom the research
participants were recruited, when contacted, were

cooperative and approved the researcher’s access.

5.3.5.3 Sampling  strategy: selecting the case and

participants

Selecting the case

In case study research, sampling involves making decisions
regarding the sample strategy to be used to select case(s),
as well as the sample size, that is, the number of cases and
individuals within the case(s) (Mills et al., 2009). Sampling in
qualitative case study research is typically purposeful rather
than random or representative. Purposive sampling includes
the selection of “information-rich cases” from which the
researcher can learn more and develop an in-depth
understanding about the investigated issue or phenomenon
(Patton (2002a).

In this study, the case was instrumental, that is, the case was
examined in order to gain a broader understanding and
insight into the pedagogical value of the e-portfolio for

nursing students. The case itself was of secondary interest,
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hence it was purposefully selected and examined for its
potential to enhance understanding of and offer new insights
into this phenomenon. This study subscribed to (Stake,
1995) assertion that the main selection criteria for selecting
a case are determined in order to “maximize what we can
learn” about the phenomenon at hand and reveal in-depth
information that can help to answer the research questions.
Stake argues that “potential for learning is a different and
sometimes superior criterion to representativeness”
(Merriam, 2009;Stake, 1995;Stake, 2005). In this regard,
the cohort of students to which the e-portfolio was introduced
within the previously chosen school was selected to be the
instrumental case in this study. This cohort started their first
year in September 2012 and therefore it was known as the
"12/09 cohort”. This cohort was viewed to have the potential
to reveal in-depth information that would maximize
understanding of the pedagogical value of an e-portfolio for
nursing student and answer the research questions of this
study. The following are the attributes that made this cohort

an informative case to be used in this study:

- The use of an e-portfolio for learning: as a result of
the curriculum reform, the e-portfolio was introduced to
this cohort for pedagogical purposes. These purposes
included enhanced communication with academic staff, for
example in terms of eliciting feedback, the facilitation of
reflection and the storage and organisation of their work in
a secure, electronic place. Because of this, they were
considered to be an appropriate case study for the purpose

of understanding the pedagogical value of e-portfolio.
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- The heterogeneity and number of students: The
cohort comprised approximately 300 students in the first
year and were a heterogeneous group in terms of their age
(mature and young students), gender (male and female),
nationality (home and international students), field of
study (mental health, child, adult care), and previous
qualifications (i.e. A level, degree students). This variation
would allowed for the procurement of multiple perspectives

and different representations of reality.

- The ability to employ different data collection
methods: The researcher was able to use a variety of
methods for collecting data from this cohort. Alongside the
ability to interview the students, the access to their e-
portfolio workspace offered the researcher the ability to
observe their activities. Moreover, access to the pertinent
documents for gaining better understanding of the context
was also possible. Employing a variety of methods helped
in obtaining a more comprehensive picture of the

phenomenon at hand.

- The availability of the students to be studied over
long time: The fact that the students were in their first
year at the time of study made it possible for the
researcher to study this cohort over a period of time in
order to gain a deeper understanding of the pedagogical
value of the e-portfolio. According to Stake (2005), it might
happen that the case the researcher can best learn from is
the one that is most easily accessible or is available for a

long period of study.
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The selection of participants

After selecting a case, a researcher still needs to make some
choices regarding the individuals to be included within the
case study (Merriam, 2009;Flick, 2008). As mentioned
earlier, in the “Research Design” section, the case in this
study comprised three categories of participants: students,
tutors, and curriculum planners (see figure 4.2). The
students were central to this study, however, based on the
tenets of Activity Theory and critical realism the study
needed to bring forth different perspectives on the use of e-
portfolio and its value for nursing students in order to
iluminate the case and provide a richer picture of the
phenomenon. Similar to selection of the case, purposive
sampling was also used to select the participants in this
study. The selection did not aim for a representative sample,
rather it aimed to obtain participants with different
perspectives of the e-portfolio in order to add richness and
improve the quality of information provided. This decision is
supported by Stake’s statement that “The choice is made,
ensuring variety but not necessarily representatives, without
strong argument for typicality, again weighted by
consideration of access and even by hospitality, for the time
is short and perhaps too little can be learned from
inhospitable parents. Here, too, the primary criterion is

opportunity to learn” (Stake, 2013).

The selection of Students and tutors

Both the students and tutors were selected based on the

following criteria:
Inclusion criteria for students:

- Be first year student in the 12/09 cohort.
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- Be enrolled in the adult, child or mental health nursing
field.

- Use the e-portfolio to carry out their activities.

- Be willing to allow the researcher to access their workspace
on the e-portfolio.

- Agree to take part in the follow up interview.

Inclusion criteria for tutors:

- Be a tutor for first year nursing students in the 12/09
cohort.
- Agree to take part in the follow up interview.

Selection of Curriculum planners

The curriculum planners were selected purposively using the
“maximum variation” sampling strategy. One curriculum
planner was selected from each of the three fields within the
nursing course (adult, child, and mental health). Different
curriculum planners were selected for the follow up interviews
because they were involved in the changes that had been

made regarding the use of e-portfolio for the “"12/09 cohort”.
Sample size

The ultimate goal of qualitative research is not to generalise
the results to the study population, but to understand and
provide a rich description of the investigated phenomenon
through an extensive study of specific cases, which may be
relatively few in number (Creswell, 2007;Polit and Beck,
2010). However, there is no fixed rule or formula for
determining the sample size in qualitative research (Patton,
2002a). It is argued that determining the sample size in
qualitative inquiry relies on the researcher’s judgment as to
whether the sample is too large or too small, taking into

consideration the purpose of the study, the available
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resources, and the available time (Sandelowski, 1995). This
study sought to develop an in-depth understanding of the
pedagogical value of the e-portfolio, hence the depth was
more important than the breadth and the quality was more
important than the quantity. With regard to this, (Morse,
2000) identified five factors researchers need to consider
when determining the sample size. These factors in terms of

their application to this study are shown in table 5.2.

Table 5.2: Factors to be considered when determining sample

size

Factors Application in this study

The scope of the study

- The study focused on the pedagogical value of the e-
portfolio for nursing students and the challenges to its
use.

- Activity Theory was used as a theoretical framework

- This complex topic needed to be understood from

Nature of the topic
different perspectives within a larger context.

Quality of data
whole.

- Rich data were needed to understand the case as a

- A variety of data collection methods were used

(interviews, observation, and document analysis).

Study design - Instrumental case study

- Longitudinal (initial and follow up interviews)

The use of shadowed | ---------
data

The above table shows that the topic of study was complex,
therefore a large amount of data needed to be collected using
a variety of different methods at different time points.
According to (Morse, 2000), the greater the amount data
obtained per participant, the fewer the number of participants
required (Morse, 2000). After considering these factors and

reviewing previous studies on the same topic, 20 students,
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12 tutors and 3 curriculum planners were initially sought.
However, these humbers changed during the data collection
to 14 students, 11 tutors and 3 curriculum planners because
of data saturation. The redundancy of the information
collected from the participants was an indicator of the

sufficiency of the sample (Gay and Airasian, 2000).

5.3.5.4 The recruitment and selection procedures

Once ethical approval was granted and permission to conduct
the study was received from the school, the recruitment
process started in December 2012. All participants were
recruited on a voluntary basis. No monetary incentive for
participation was given to any of the participants. All the
participants who expressed an interest in participation were
given information sheets (Appendix B1l) that contained a
detailed explanation of the study, to help them decide
whether they wanted to take part in the study. The total
number of participants who actually participated in the
research was 28: 14 students, 11 tutors, and 3 curriculum
planners. The recruitment process for each category of

participants is explained below.

Recruitment of students

Initially, an invitation email was sent to all the students of the
12/09 cohort to invite them to take part in this study. The
email was sent to them via their Course/Module leader on the
researcher’s behalf, as specified by the ethics committee.
Initially a small number students agreed to take part. A follow
up email was sent to recruit more participants. In order to
maximize the participation rate, another two recruitment

strategies were used. First, some posters were displayed on
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a few bulletin boards in the school, inviting the students to
participate in the study. Second, invitation cards that included
information about the research and also included the
researcher’s contact details were created. The researcher
went to some of the drop-in sessions that were conducted by
the school and distributed these cards to students, asking
them to contact the researcher if they were interested in
taking part the study. The students were promised a
certificate of participation in the research at the end as an
incentive. This recruitment process allowed me to recruit 14

students to take part in the study.
Recruitment of tutors

Initially, invitation cards were left for the tutors in their
pigeon holes inviting them to participate in the study. After
some time, only two tutors had replied and expressed their
interest in participating in the study. A faculty member sent
a follow up email, on the researcher’s behalf, to eligible
tutors, inviting and encouraging them to participate. This
strategy worked very well and resulted in another 9 tutors
agreeing to participate in the research, resulting in 11 tutors

in total.

Recruitment of curriculum planners

Three curriculum planners were identified as key persons in
the school who could provide rich information about the
integration of the e-portfolio into the curriculum and also
about the rules and policies that governed its use. Each
curriculum planner represented a different nursing field, one
was from the mental health nursing field, another was from
the child nursing field, and the last one was from the adult

nursing field. Once identified, an email was sent to each one
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of them inviting them to take part in the study. All of them

agreed to take part in the study and be interviewed.

5.3.5.5 Data collection procedures

In this case study, data were collected over 21 months
starting in December 2012 and ending in August 2014 (figure
5.3). The data were collected through semi structured
interviews, online observation of students learning activities
in their e-portfolios and document analysis. A written
informed consent (appendix B2) was obtained from all the
participants who agreed to participate in the study on the day
of the initial interviews.

Online observation
Documents analysis

January - June L o May -August 2014
2013 Preliminary findings of Follow up interviews

Initial interviews the initial interviews (Students, tutors, and
(Students, tutors, and Emergent themes curriculum planners
urriculum planners) informed the subsequent
K data collection /

Data analysis
Figure 5.3 Timeline of data collection

Conducting semi structured interviews

A total of 52 interviews were conducted with the three
categories of participants: students, tutors and curriculum
planners. Table 5.3 shows the number of participants who
took part in the initial and follow up interviews. Three
students left the course after the initial interviews and one
tutor was not available for the follow up interview. All the
interviews were held in the meeting rooms at the School of
Nursing. These rooms have been designed particularly for
holding formal and informal meetings. All the participants

were familiar with these rooms as they were used for holding
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tutorial meetings. The interviews were scheduled with the
participants by email, according to their availability. Each
interview lasted from 40-80 minutes and they were done on
a one to one basis. With the permission of the participants,

the interviews were recorded using a digital voice recorder.

Table 5.3: The number of interviews conducted in the study

Participants Initial interviews | Follow up
interviews

Students 14 11

Tutors 11 10

Curriculum 3 3

planners

The initial interviews were conducted 4-6 months after the
students started using the e-portfolio. This allowed time for
the participants to become familiar with the e-portfolio and
explore how they could use it to carry out their learning
activities. Each interview started with greeting the participant
and introducing myself, followed by an explanation of the
purpose of the research. After signing the consent form, each
participant was asked to complete a short demographic
questionnaire (see appendix C). The participants were
assured that their privacy and confidentiality would be
protected. They were also informed that they did not have to
answer any question they did not want to answer and they

could stop the interview at any time.
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During the interview, most of the questions asked to the
participants were open ended, in order to elicit more
information from them. They were also probed for more
detailed responses to explain any arising issues in more
depth. They were encouraged to expand on their responses
by using phrases as “Can you please tell more about this” or
“can you please give me an example”. In the students’
interviews, with their permission, they were asked to show
me their personal space on the e-portfolio in order to
demonstrate what type of activities they carried out there. At
the end of the interviews, they were asked whether they
wanted to add anything and whether they would agree to be
contacted again for the follow up interviews. After each
interview, a reflection on how the interview went and any

thoughts about emerging themes were written down.

The follow up interviews were conducted 16-18 month after
the initial interviews. The participants (students and tutors)
were contacted again by email to confirm their willingness to
participate in these follow up interviews. The process of
conducting these interviews was identical to the one used for

the initial interviews.

Conducting the online observation

The primary focus of the online observation was to
understand the mediational role of the e-portfolio in
supporting the students in accomplishing their learning
activities. In particular, the observation focused on the
occurrence of any contradictions. With the students’
permission, the researcher was given access to the
workspaces (shared spaces) in their e-portfolios where they
were submitting their work and interacting with their tutors.

The online observation was conducted over approximately 12
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months, starting after undertaking some preliminary analysis
of the initial interviews. The preliminary findings of the
interviews provided the basis for the researcher to identify

what to observe.

The observation was conducted on a regular basis every
month to record the students’ actions and interactions within
the e-portfolio (see appendix F). For instance, the researcher
recorded whether the students were attaching evidence to
the outcomes, giving and receiving feedback, sharing and
submitting works to others, and using certain features on the
e-portfolio. Screen shots of these actions were captured and
saved in order to document and provide examples of their use
in the e-portfolio. The observation was recorded in field notes
for further analysis. The researcher was a silent observer and
no interference was made during the observation period while
students were using their e-portfolio. Being a complete
observer enabled the researcher to observe more by “lurking”
unseen in the virtual setting. Any issue or question that arose
during this period was clarified later during the follow up

interview.

Collecting documents

A number of documents were collected and analysed
throughout the period of the study. These documents were
obtained through different methods. For instance, during the
interviews, the curriculum planners were asked about any
documents that were relevant to the planning,
implementation, and use of the e-portfolio in the school.
Similarly, the students and tutors were asked whether they
had received any written guides or instructions on how to use
the e-portfolio. These documents were accessible through the

participants themselves, through curriculum administrators
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and through the Health E-Learning and Media (HELM) Team
who were responsible for producing training materials for the
students and the teaching staff on how to use the e-portfolio.
A total of 11 documents were collected throughout the
duration of the study. These documents included the
curriculum planning document for the BSc nursing course, the
student handbook, the student and tutor guides on using the
e-portfolio system, the elective Webfolio handbook, the
elective placement guide, the guide on submitting the
modular learning portfolio and personal academic record in
the e-portfolio, the guide on the IT facilities and e-resources
for the Graduate Nursing Curriculum students, the Mentors
newsletter, and the ongoing Achievement Record (OAR).
Some of these documents were in an electronic form, while
others were in a physical form. These documents were
collected and analysed for the purpose of understanding what
had been communicated to the students and tutors about the
e-portfolio and also to identify the rules and policies that

governed its use.

5.3.6 Data analysis

5.3.6.1 Data management and transformation

(transcription)

All the data obtained through the interviews, observations
and document analysis were stored in a password protected
computer. All the filed notes, the paper documents collected
for the analysis and the signed consent forms were physically
stored in a locked cabinet in a secure place. Access to all
these data was restricted to myself and my supervisors.
Pseudonyms were used to label the transcripts and in any
written documents related to the participants, to maintain

anonymity and protect their identity.
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The audio recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim. All
of the initial interviews were transcribed by the researcher,
but the follow up interviews were transcribed by a
professional transcription company due to the time
constraints. All the transcriptions were read carefully by the
researcher, while listening to the audio files, in order to check
the accuracy of information in the transcripts. The process of
transcribing and reading the transcripts for accuracy helped
the researcher to become more familiar with and immersed
in the data. This was considered the first step in the data
analysis because it allowed for ideas to emerge (Pope et al.,
2000). NVivo software was used as a data management tool,
when the initial coding took place. The rest of the analysis
was done manually through using tables in Microsoft Word

and post it notes.

5.3.6.2 Activity theory and critical realism as an analytical

tool

The data analysis in this case study was guided by its
underpinning theoretical framework, that is, Activity Theory.
Using Activity Theory as an analytical tool allowed the
researcher to conduct the analysis at two levels: individual
and collective. The individual level focused on understanding
how the students perceived and used the e-portfolio to carry
out their learning activities and what opportunities it offered
them to accomplish that. The collective level focused on
analysing the sociocultural context (rules, community, and
division of labour) in which the students and the e-portfolio
were situated and identifying the challenges that emerged
from that context and how they influenced/hindered the
mediational role of the e-portfolio. However, the analysis was

aimed at more than just producing a description of what was
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said by the participants or observed by the researcher.
Rather, drawing on the underpinning philosophy of this study,
critical realism, the aim was to discover what deeper
meanings might be interpreted, which could explain what had
been said and observed. To achieve this level of depth, the
process of data analysis involved uncovering the real,
underlying mechanisms that supported how the e-portfolio
mediated or shaped the way the students engaged and
accomplished their learning activities, as well as how the
structures of the sociocultural context influenced the way the
students used and perceived the e-portfolio and created
contradictions. Accordingly, there was a need to employ a
data analysis approach which could help in both
understanding the complexity of the phenomenon and
revealing its underlying mechanisms. The study, therefore,

employed a retroductive analytical approach.

5.3.6.3 Sequential induction: a retroductive analytical

approach

Blaikie (2007) outlines four analytical strategies, deductive,
inductive, abductive, and retroductive, and asserts that each
strategy is appropriate for different research questions,
research designs and philosophical positions. However, it is
suggested that strategies can be used in combination, in a
sequential manner for a more comprehensive analysis of a
particular set of data. Therefore, a sequential inductive-
retroductive approach was employed to analyse the data in
this study (Blaikie, 2007;Meyer and Lunnay, 2013). The first
stage of the data analysis used a general inductive strategy.
The purpose of using this strategy was to allow the findings
or themes to emerge from the raw data with no or little

predetermined structure imposed by the researcher’s
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preconceptions (Thomas, 2006). The aim of this first stage
was to make sense of the data based on the notion of “letting
the data speak for itself”. The second stage of data analysis
used a retroductive strategy. The retroductive strategy was
found to be highly compatible with the principles of Activity
theory, critical realism and the constant comparative
technique for data analysis (which will be explained in the
next section). Rather than relying on a linear approach, a
retroductive analysis adopts a spiral approach for studying
phenomenona (Blaikie, 2007), by which researchers test their
hypothetical model of the mechanisms to allow the ideas to
emerge from the data until conclusions have been reached
(Mills et al., 2009). This strategy is built on the premise that
the mechanisms and structures that are responsible for
producing a particular phenomenon are not directly
observable and the participants are usually not aware of their
presence (Blaikie, 2007). To obtain knowledge about these
mechanisms researchers should go beyond what is said and
observed by starting to ask fundamental questions and
develop concepts about the phenomenon being investigated
(Meyer and Lunnay, 2013). Therefore, an analysis using
retroductive reasoning starts with a theoretical model or
framework that hypothetically represents the mechanisms
and structures that are assumed to generate the
phenomenon and then uses it, as a guide, to identify and
understand the real mechanisms (Blaikie, 2007). In this
study, Activity Theory, as demonstrated in Engestrom’s
activity system triangle, was found to be an informative
model in terms of identifying the real mechanisms and
structures that underpinned both how the e-portfolio
mediated the students learning activities, and, any

challenges to its role as a mediator. Identifying these
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mechanisms helped the researcher to understand how the e-
portfolio mediated the students’ learning activities and, under

which conditions.

5.3.6.4 Constant comparative technique

There are a variety of techniques used to analyse data in
qualitative research (Burnard et al., 2008). In the current
study, the data were analysed using the constant
comparative method. This technique can be defined as an
iterative and intense process of constantly comparing one
chunk of data (e.g. one statement, one code, one theme, one
interview) with all other chunks, in order to find the
differences and similarities. These data are then grouped
together, based on their meaning, to form categories and
capture the recurring patterns (Merriam, 2009). Therefore,
the analysis used in this method is cyclical, that is, it requires
the researcher to move back and forth between the data,
codes, categories and themes (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003). In
this study, such comparisons between the participants and
across the data set, allowed the researcher to detect the
maximum variations with regards to how the e-portfolio
mediated the students learning activities. It also enabled the
researcher to identify the areas of tension and the
contradictions between the participants and their
sociocultural context. Moving back and forth between the
different data sources enabled the researcher to represent
the multifaceted nature of this phenomenon and uncover its

underlying, real mechanisms.

5.3.6.5 Data analysis procedures

This section describes the procedures employed in analysing
the data from interviews, online observations and document

analysis. The data analysis was carried out in two phases: the

156



inductive analysis phase and the retroductive analysis phase.
However, the analysis was an iterative rather than linear
process, as the data from different resources were collected
at different times. As mentioned earlier, this study drew upon
the Activity Theory framework and the constant comparative
method for data analysis. It is worth mentioning that the
Activity Theory framework was not used as an analytical tool
in the first phase of the analysis because the aim in this phase
was to be flexible and open to new ideas or patterns that
might have emerged from the data, rather than focusing only
on the data that fitted well with the components of the
Activity Theory framework. On the other hand, the Constant
Comparative method was used throughout the two phases of
data analysis. This method involves three interdependent
coding stages: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding
(Strauss and Corbin, 1990). Since the aim of the present
study was not to develop a new theory, only open coding
(identifying major categories) and axial coding (making
connections between categories) were used to open up the
data for further investigation through the use of the Activity
Theory framework. The following section describes the

phases of data analysis in greater detail.
Phase 1: Inductive analysis: open coding

In the first phase of data analysis, open coding was employed
to identify the main categories. It involved breaking down the
data into distinct pieces, then examining them closely, and
comparing them to each other in order to identify the
connections, similarities and differences, and to develop
categories. These pieces were named with labels that
captured the meaning of what was being said in the text

(Coleman and O’Connor, 2007;de Villiers and van der Merwe,
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2011;Strauss and Corbin, 1998). The open coding started
with initial interviews, followed by the document analysis,

observation notes and the follow up interviews.

Initial Interviews

Open coding was done simultaneously with the collection of
interview data. After the first couple of interviews, a list of
initial codes emerged. This list was then used to code the
subsequent interviews and then, as the list grew, the data
collection continued. Each interview transcript was read
several times in order to search for meanings, issues, and
possible patterns. Using the NVivo software, codes were
assigned to phrases, sentences, or paragraphs, depending on
the content in each transcript. This process started to
generate hundreds of codes, many of which were similar, but
were given different names. Therefore, a refinement of these
codes was required as early as possible. This refinement was
accomplished through the use of the constant comparative
method where the coded sections were compared and
contrasted with the other data sections for similarities and
differences. These comparisons were made within the same
interview, between the interviews within the same group of
participants, and across the interviews from different groups
of participants. As a result of this process of constant
comparisons, the codes were refined, some renamed, some
merged, and others eliminated as they were found to be
irrelevant. Then, the relevant and most frequent codes were
grouped together, based on their similarities and differences,
and broader categories were formed, representing particular
concepts identified in the data (see appendix D for an

example of the first codes clustering).
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The process of constant comparison analysis of the data units
enabled the researcher to continuously compare new data
units or incidents to the existing codes, subcategories and
categories under each of the aforementioned themes. This
process helped to identify and update the properties and
characteristics of each theme for the purpose of determining
the inclusion and exclusion of different categories into these
themes (Merriam, 2009;Ritchie et al., 2013). In conclusion,
the result of the open coding of the initial interviews was a
list of the codes, categories and themes that had been
developed at this stage. This list was used to guide the
subsequent data collection and analysis in the observation
and document analysis as will be explained in the following

section.

Online observation

The findings from the online observations were recorded in
the observation field notes. These notes were read by the
researcher several times, in order to search for patterns and
contradictory, or confirmatory incidents in relation to the
emergent themes and categories. The data in the notes were
coded using the established list of codes and categories
developed from the analysis of the initial interviews. Using
the same codes allowed the researcher to compare and
contrast what was being observed and what was being said
by the participants in the interviews, hence, identifying any
contradictions. When the observation data did not seem to fit
with the existing codes, these codes were revised and new
codes were added as needed. The analysis of the online
observation data was done over 12 months, which was the
period of online observation. As further observation data were

collected, they were constantly compared to the initial
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interview data and the previously collected observation data
for similarities and differences. This constant comparison was
believed to "maximize the potential for variety in concepts (or
in their forms of expression) early in the process” (Bazeley
and Jackson, 2013, P.70).

Document analysis

The document analysis started after the preliminary analysis
of the initial interviews and was done simultaneously with the
analysis of online observation. The collected documents were
read by the researcher several times, in order to become
familiar with and gain a holistic sense of their content. The
aim of this analysis was to understand the sociocultural
context in which the four e-portfolio-mediated activities,
identified as the overarching themes from the initial
interviews, were carried out. More specifically, the analysis
focused on the identification of the rules and norms that
governed the use of e-portfolio in terms of accomplishing
these activities and the role and responsibilities of those who
were involved in these activities. Similar to the analysis of
observation data, the contents of the documents were coded
using the list of codes and categories that was developed
previously, during the initial interviews. The coding process
involved comparing the data fragments in these the
documents to the data fragments in the other two data sets,
to verify the themes that emerged from the initial interviews
and observations and to identify any differences between
what had been expected and what actually occurred. When
any part of the documents did not fit into the pre-existing
codes, new codes were created as needed and integrated into

the existing categories.

Follow up interviews
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The same coding procedures were applied for the analysis of
the follow up interviews. The extensive code list that was
developed from the analysis of the other data sets was also
used to code the transcripts of the follow up interviews.
Throughout the analysis of the follow up interviews, the new
data were constantly compared to the earlier data. The new
data revealed further information, so, as a result, the existing
codes and categories were refined, expanded and enriched,
new codes and categories were developed, the potential
arching themes developed from the previous data sets were

verified.

The open coding continued until a saturation of data occurred,
which was when no further data could be coded. After all the
data from the different data sets had been coded, the
developed codes were then grouped and integrated under
various categories and subcategories, based on their

similarities and differences.

Phase 2: Retroductive analysis: axial coding and Activity

Theory framework

In the second phase, the analysis moved to a higher level,
with a search for the relationships and connections between
the categories identified in the open coding stage and their
synthesis into major themes, in order to a form more
coherent, conceptual sense of the phenomenon under
investigation. Although the open and axial coding had
different functions in the data analysis, they were not entirely
sequential. They occurred almost simultaneously, as it was
impossible for the researcher to code the data fragments
without considering their possible connection to other data
fragments. Therefore, the researcher moved between open

and axial coding as necessary. Axial coding is described by
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Strauss and Corbin (1990) as "a set of procedures whereby
data are put back together in new ways after open coding, by
making connections between categories. This is done by
utilizing a coding paradigm involving conditions, context,
action/interactional strategies and consequences" (Strauss
and Corbin, 1990, P.96). They propose that connections
between categories are not always evident and that using a
well-defined coding paradigm can make these connections
more explicit by allowing analysts to ask questions of the data
and draw systematic comparisons between categories. In the
current study, Activity Theory framework functioned as a
coding paradigm that helped the researcher to assemble the
fractured categories and connect them in a meaningful way,

as will be explained in the following section.
Application of Activity Theory in analysis:

1. Identify the key activities

As explained in chapter three, in Activity Theory, the basic
unit of analysis is human activity, which is goal oriented and
tool(s) mediated. Therefore, the first step in using the Activity
Theory framework for analysing the data was to identify the
key activities that were undertaken by the students with the
support of the e-portfolio as a mediating tool. To identify the
key activities in this study, the researcher read and re-read
the categories identified in the open coding stage and
compared them across all the data sets to search for any
patterns and recurring themes. This process revealed that
these categories could be classified into four main learning
activities, in which the e-portfolio was used as a mediation
tool. These four activities formed the overarching themes
through which the mediation role of the e-portfolio was

explained. Thus, they have become the focus of the analysis
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and the interpretation in the following chapters. These

activities (themes) were:

o Recording and storing information and activities.
(chapter 6)

o Evidencing the achievement of learning outcomes.
(chapter 7)

o Reflection on experience. (chapter 8)

o Sharing work with others. (chapter 9)

2. Operationalize the components of the key activities

Analysing the mediation role of the e-portfolio in the
aforementioned activities required the researcher to, first,
describe the seven components that constituted each activity
(subjects, object, expected outcomes, tools, community,
rules, and division of labour). In this step, the researcher had
to revise the categories that were grouped under each activity
and re-construct them in a way that could best describe these
components. To guide this process, the following questions
from AODM's Eight-Step-Model developed by Mwanza (2002)

were used to find the relevant categories (see figure 5.4):

AODM'’s Eight-Step-Model (Mwanza, 2002)

The Eight-Step-Model

Identify the: - Question to Ask

Step 1 Activity of interest What sort of activity am |l interested in?

Step2 Object-ive Why is the activity taking place?

Step3 Subjects Who is involved in carrying out this activity?

Step 4 Tools By what means are the subjects performing this
activity?

Step 5 Rules & Regulations | Are there any cultural norms, rules or regulations
governing the performance of this activity?

Step 6 Division of labour Who is responsible for what, when carrying out this
activity and how are the roles organised?

Step 7 Community What is the environment in which activity is carried
out?

Step 8 Outcome What is the desired Outcome from carrying out this
activity?

Figure 5.4: AODM'’s Eight-Step-Model by (Mwanza, 2002)
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Next, the researcher drafted an activity system model for
each activity using Engestrom’s triangle and then mapped the
relevant categories to the components that they best
described (see appendix E). Describing these components
was an essential step because it provided comprehensive
information about the context in which these activities were
situated. It also set the foundations for the next step, which
included the analysis of the challenges and any contradictions

that resulted from the imbalance between these components.

3. Analyse the tool mediation and contradictions

After describing the components of the four activity systems,
the next step was to analyse the interactions and
relationships between these components, in order to
understand the mediations and contradictions. Analysis of
these interactions and contradictions can be complex. To
reduce this complexity, an activity system can be broken
down into smaller manageable sub-triangles or sub-activity
triangles that make up the main activity system (Mwanza-
Simwami, 2011). The Activity Theory framework is a flexible
analytical tool, as it enables researchers to focus on different
interactions or sub-activity triangles for different purposes,
thus analysing their data from various perspectives,
depending on their research aims and interests (Jacko,
2012). Based on the aims of the current study, an activity
system analysis was used to focus on the below interactions
or sub-activity triangles in the four activities. Table 5.4
provides a summary of the relationship between the selected
sub-activity triangles and the research aims. The codes and
categories identified under each activity were revised and
assigned to the relevant sub-activity triangles based on their

ability to explain particular interactions within these sub-
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triangles. The following are the selected sub-triangles or

interactions selected in the current study:

Subject-tool-object: an analysis of the interactions
between the components in this sub-activity triangle
provided a valuable insight into the tool mediation on an
individual level. The guiding questions for the analysis
were: how did the e-portfolio (tool) help the students
(subjects) to accomplish the activity of interest (storing,
evidencing, reflection, sharing) and achieve their object?
And, what challenges did the students experience that were
related to the e-portfolio itself as a platform? The results
from this analysis helped the researcher to address the
aims of this research, concerning the pedagogical value of

the e-portfolio and the challenges of its role.

Community-tool-object: analysing the interactions
between the components in this sub-activity triangle
allowed for an understanding of the tool mediation on a
collective level. The guiding questions for this analysis
were: how did the e-portfolio (tool) help the tutors
(community) to support their students in carrying out the
activity of interest (storing, evidencing, reflection, sharing)
and achieve their objects? And, what challenges did the
tutors experience, that were related to the e-portfolio itself
as platform? Similar to the first sub-triangle, the results
from the analysis of this sub-triangle helped to address the
aims of this research concerning the pedagogical value of

the e-portfolio and the challenges to its role.

Students/community-rules-object and

Students/community-division of labour-object: an
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analysis of the interactions between the components in
these sub-activity triangles enabled the researcher to
identify how the use of e-portfolio (tool) was influenced by
the components of the activity system. It helped to identify
the challenges that resulted from the contradictions in the
rules and division of labour components. The guiding
questions for exploring the contradictions in these sub-
triangles were: how did the rules and division of labour
affect the way the students used the e-portfolio to
accomplish the activities of interest and achieve their
objects? And, how did the rules and division of labour affect
the way the tutors used the e-portfolio to support the
students in their accomplishment of the activities of
interest? The results of this analysis were related to the
second aim of the research, concerning the challenges and
contradictions that affected the role of the e-portfolio in

mediating the activities under investigation.

Table 5.4: the relationship between the selected sub-activity

triangles and the research aims.

Aim 1 Aim 2
Sub-triangle Pedagogical value | Challenges and

of e-portfolio contradictions
Subject-tool-object v v
Community-tool-object 4 v
Students/community-rules-object v
Students/community-division of 4
labour-object

5.3.7 Trustworthiness of the qualitative research

In qualitative research, the term trustworthiness refers to

“methodological soundness and adequacy” (Holloway and
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Wheeler, 2013, p.302). Trustworthiness, in a qualitative
study, is essential for judging its worth. Lincoln and Guba
(1985) suggest four criteria for developing and judging the
trustworthiness of a qualitative research study: credibility,
transferability, dependability and confirmability. They also
developed some suggestive strategies to be applied by
qualitative researchers, to allow them to meet these criteria
and attain trustworthiness. This section discusses the
strategies applied by the researcher throughout the research
process of this study to meet the aforementioned criteria and

ensure trustworthiness.

5.3.7.1 Credibility

Credibility refers to having confidence in the truthfulness of
the research data and their interpretation. It concerns
whether the research findings accurately represent and
interpret the participants’ construction of their reality (Lincoln
and Guba, 1985;Holloway and Wheeler, 2013;Polit and Beck,
2013). To produce credible findings, the following strategies,
suggested by Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Merriam (2009),

were employed in this study:

- Triangulation: triangulation means investigating a topic,
issue, or phenomenon from more than one perspective
through the use of multiple methods or sources (Merriam,
2009;Holloway and Wheeler, 2013). It is a well-known
method for developing a comprehensive picture of the
phenomenon under investigation, as well as testing the
validity of data by corroborating the evidence from
different sources or methods. Denzin (1978) identifies four
types of triangulation: method, data source, investigator
and theory triangulation. The present study employed both

data source and methodological triangulation, with data
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obtained from multiple sources: students, tutors and
curriculum planners and the use of multiple data collection
methods: interviews, online observation and document
analysis to answer the research question. This
triangulation allowed for better understanding and
interpretation of the data from different angles and using
different voices.

Prolonged engagement and persistent observation:
According to Glesne (1999) " time is a major factor in the
acquisition of trustworthy data... When a large amount of
time is spent with your research participants, they less
readily feign behavior or feel the need to do so; moreover,
they are more likely to be frank and comprehensive about
what they tell you” (Glesne, 1999, p.151). As mentioned
earlier in this chapter, the data were collected over a 21
month period. Two rounds of interviews were conducted at
different stages with each participant. Online observation
of the students learning activities was conducted over
approximately 12 months. This prolonged engagment and
observation provided the opportunity to the researcher of
understanding the context and the site in which the
participants were situated and the e-portfolio was used.
This prolonged engagement also helped in building a
rapport with the participants so that they unltimately
started to reveal more insightful information about their
experience with the e-portfolio. This strategy helped in
obtaining and producing more credible information as well
as providing a thick description of the case under
investigation .

Member checks: member checks is the process of testing
the data and the researcher’s interpretations of them with

the participants from whom the data were originally

168



collected. It is regarded as an essential strategy that should
be used by every qualitative researcher to establish
credibility (Lincoln and Guba, 1985;Merriam, 2009). The
main purpose of doing member checks is to eliminate any
misunderstanding or bias in the data analysis and
interpretation by seeking the participants’ feedback on
whether the researcher’ interpretation and reconstruction
of data is a true representation of their original point of
view (Merriam, 2009;Anney, 2014). In the present study,
member checks took place in the second interview where
the preliminary interpretations of the first interviews and
online observation data were orally discussed with the
participants. The reason that these preliminary
interpretations were not sent in a written format to the
students and tutors was because they had a busy schedule.
Thus, asking them to read the interpretations and write
their comments would further add to their workload. These
checks were helpful in adding clarity to the researches’
interpretation and they also triggered new questions for the
second interviews.

Peer review/debriefing: this strategy involves exposing
oneself to questioning by peers who are experienced either
in the phenomenon under investigation, qualitative
methodology or both for the purpose of discussing issues,
clarifying meanings, justifying interpretations and
detecting biases (Holloway and Wheeler, 2013;Lincoln and
Guba, 1985). In the current study, this peer review
strategy involved meeting with research supervisors, on a
regular basis, throughout the process of research. These
meetings involved discussions about different aspects of

the research process, such as:
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o The selection of the research paradigm and
research method

o The approaches to data collection and difficulties
encountered during field work

o The sufficiency of data gathered to answer the
research questions

o The data analysis approach, coding process and
the emerging themes and categories.

o The consistency of the researcher’s interpretation
of the findings from the data collected

o The possible biases in the findings and their
interpretation.

- Reflexivity: this refers to the process by which the
researcher critically reflects on themself as a researcher,
in order to acknowledge any personal assumptions, biases,
feelings and actions that may have an influence on the
research process (Merriam, 2009;Polit and Beck, 2013).
Adopting a critical self-reflection approach may help
researchers to recognise their own biases, when making
decisions regarding data collection, analysis and
interpretation. Doing so will enhance the credibility,
dependability, confirmability and transferability of the
study (Holloway and Wheeler, 2013;Anney, 2014). In the
current study, a research journal was used to record ideas,
feeling, problems, and issues related to every stage in the
research process. This reflective journal was very useful for
reference during the write up of the methodology, findings
and interpretation chapters.

5.3.7.2 Dependability

Dependability  and confirmability  are interrelated.

Dependability is the equivalent of reliability in quantitative
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research (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Findings are dependable
if they are accurate and consistent with the data collected.
The readers of the research need to be able to evaluate the
adequacy of the data analysis and judge whether the findings
and interpretations are adequately supported by the data
collected from participants (Patton, 2014;Holloway and
Wheeler, 2013). Confirmability is the equivalent of the term
objectivity. It refers to the degree to which the results,
interpretations and conclusions of the study are derived from
the data rather than from the researcher’s own personal
beliefs, judgments and assumptions. Lincoln and Guba
(1985) and Merriam (2009) suggest several strategies that
can be used to increase the dependability and conformability,
such as peer review, triangulation, reflexivity and the
development of an audit trail. The first three strategies have
been addressed in the previous section under credibility. An
audit trail is a record that describes in detail the research
process and all the decisions made by the researcher
throughout the inquiry, such as how the data were collected
and the themes were identified. To ensure the dependability
of the findings of this study, a detailed audit trail was
developed. This trail can be found in the methodology chapter
(and relevant appendices) where the research process was
explained in a great detail. Moreover, due to the space
limitation in the thesis, a folder containing such data as the
audio recorded interviews, transcripts, observation and field
notes, reflective notes, screen shots of the students’ online
activities on the e-portfolio, drafts of the data analysis and
NVivo reports was kept separately and may be provided upon

request.
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In addition, a double or multiple coding strategy was
employed as an inter-rater reliability technique to eliminate
subjectivity. Multiple coding involves “the cross checking of
coding strategies and interpretation of data by independent
researchers” (Barbour, 2001, p.116). As shown in table 5.5,
some segments of the data, alongside the emergent coding
framework, were shared with another researcher, who was
not involved in the current study and had a different
background. This researcher was asked to code these
segments using the code framework. The result of this double
coding showed a substantial agreement between the two

coders.

Table 5.5: An example of double coding strategy

No | Quotes Researcher | Second Matching

coder

1 I like that I can access it

from anywhere, you

. Easy access Easily Matched
don’t just have to have
that from your computer accessible
you can just log on
anywhere, anytime
2 Everything I put I tag it,
unit A, unit B, or unit C. L
Content Organizing Matched

The reason why I'm
doing that is I don’t want organization | work
to just taking my time to
look for something, I like

when it is organized

3 It’'s [e-portfolio] good

because I can see what I
Track

progress

haven’t done, maybe I

thought I've done it but Matched
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I havent, which is

good...

Monitor
progress and

achievement

I can put a range of
different kind of
evidence on there [the
e-portfolio]. That’s really
good, I can upload many
different files, I can scan

things and upload them

Use of

multimedia

Variety of

evidence

Not

matched

I think what I've found
quiet easy is that I can
look at what I've
uploaded and then I can
kind of go and edit them,
view them and reflect
back on them. That’s

quite easy

Encourages
retrospective

reflection

Easy
reflection

and editing

Not

matched

When you are doing

reflection, there is a

template already for
reflection which makes it
easy for me. So, I just go
the

because there is "what,

on template,

so what, now what?”
[one of the reflection
templates] So with that
it helps me to construct
what I have to reflect on

Templates
facilitate

reflection

Reflection is
easier with

templates

Matched

You can put pictures and
make it [Webfolio] more
visual because it was
mostly marked on how
you reflect and evaluate
what you've done. I
think that is a much

handier format than a

Visual

reflection

Flexible
format for

reflection

Not

matched
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paper one for that kind
of reflection.

8 I think you should just | Preference

be able to reflect on how | for . tvle | Matched
ree style | Matche

you want on your own | nstructured _
style because people reflection
reflection

write differently, people
feel and see things

differently

9 It's a nice that I can | Control the | Control over

choose what I submit | content to be | sharing

and don’t submit. So, it’s shared
nice it kind of you’ve got Matched
a control over what you
wish to submit and what
you feel is most

appropriate to submit,

10 | I think the electronic
portfolio for me enables
me to give a fairly
instant feedback to the | Immediate Provision of
students so they don’t | feedback instant
Matched
have to wait for the feedback
tutorial to be available to

them

5.3.7.3 Transferability

Transferability is an alternative to the term generalisability.
It refers to the degree to which the findings of a qualitative
study can be transferred to other contexts or groups of
participants (Lincoln and Guba, 1985;Holloway and Wheeler,
2013). However, case studies have been criticised for limiting
the researcher’s ability to generalise from their findings (Yin,
2009;Stake, 1995). Yin (2009) argues that case studies “are

generalisable to theoretical propositions and not to
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populations or universes” (p.15). He adds that the aim of case
studies is to contribute toward generalising or expanding
theories (analytic generalisation), rather than focusing on
numbers and frequencies (statistical generalisation). In a
similar vein, Stake (1995) introduced the concept of
“naturalistic generalization”, which is described as a process
where readers engage and reflect on the findings of a case
study and recognise similarities that resonate with, and fall
naturally, into their own experience. Merriam (2009) refers
to this type of generalization as "“Reader or user
generalisability” because it is the user who reads the case
study, evaluates the findings in the light of their own
experience and chooses whether or not to apply them to their
own context. However, it is the researcher’s responsibility to
provide a rich and detailed description of the content and
context of the case study to enable readers to compare these
descriptions with their situation and then draw out their own
generalisations (Stake, 1995;Merriam, 2009). Thus, it can be
reasonably assumed that naturalistic generalization is one
way of transferring findings from one context to another in

case study research.

In the current study, thick description was employed as a
strategy to enhance the transferability of the findings. The
use of activity theory, multiple data collection methods and
multiple data sources allowed the researcher to provide a rich
and thorough description of the context, setting, participants,
experiences and activities observed during the research. It
was hoped that these descriptions would be sufficient to
assist potential readers in evaluating the findings and
identifying any contextual similarities with their own

situations.
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5.3.8 Ethical considerations

Informed consent

Informed consent is considered a vital component of ethical
educational research (American Educational Research
Association (AMERA), 2011;Brooks et al., 2014;Johnson and
Christensen, 2016). The British Educational Research
Association (BERA) (2011) ethical guidelines state that
“researchers must take the steps necessary to ensure that all
participants in the research understand the process in which
they are to be engaged” (p.5). In keeping with these
guidelines, written consent was obtained from all the
participants, after they were fully informed both verbally
(through discussion) and in writing (through the information

sheet) about the following:

The purpose of the study.

- The nature of questions which they were likely to be asked.

- The nature of the online observation of their activities on
the e-portfolio (for students).

- That their participation was voluntary and they were free
to withdraw at any time during the study without giving
any reason.

- That they had the right to ask questions and discuss any
aspect of the study with the researcher at any time during
the study.

- That their information would be kept confidential in a
secure place.

- That their privacy and anonymity would be ensured. Their
real identities would not be attached to any data, during or
after the study.

The participants were given enough time to consider their

participation and have the opportunity to ask questions and
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clarify things with the researcher before signing the consent

form.

Confidentiality and anonymity

Confidentiality and anonymity of participants’ data must be
protected. It is the duty of education researchers to protect
the privacy and identity of the participants and ensure that
they do not disclose any identifiable information about them
(Scottish  Educational Research Association (SERA),
2005;British Educational Research Association (BERA),
2011;American Educational Research Association (AMERA),
2011). Therefore, a number of measures were applied by the
researcher in the current study to prevent any violation of the

participants’ confidentiality and anonymity, for example:

- Pseudonyms were used in the transcripts and in any written
form of the research and their real names were not
attached to any data.

- All the interview recording, transcripts and participants’
contact details were physically stored in a secure place to
limit any unauthorized access.

- All electronic documents were stored in a password
protected computer.

- All the information collected through the online observation
of the students activities on their e-portfolio was kept
confidential

- The identity of the school and university in which the
research was conducted will not be revealed so that
participants’ identity will not be recognized.

Power issues

During interviews participants may judge the interviewer and

view him/her as working from a position of power. They may
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in turn define themselves and their position as vulnerable and
powerless and view the interview as a threatening situation
(Brenner, 2006;Vahasantanen and Saarinen, 2013). In
reaction that, they may withhold information or change the
direction of the interview by talking about something other
than what was asked for as a way of neutralizing such power
(Kvale, 2006;Brinkman and Kvale, 2015). Unequal power
relations during interviews is often attributed to the
differences between the participants and the interviewer
which may cause anxiety and discomfort (Vahasantanen and
Saarinen, 2013;Karnieli-Miller et al., 2009). In the current
study, the age, educational background, and professional
position of the interviewer may have created power
imbalance between the interviewer and the students during
the interview. To address this issue, the interviewer applied
some strategies to reduce any power issue, for example, the

researcher:

- Established a good rapport with the students by being
clear, polite, friendly, respectful, and personable.

- Shared her personal and professional background and her
institutional affiliation as a way of self-disclosure at the
start of the interview.

- Provided an opportunity to the students to ask questions
and seek clarification at any point during the interview

- Chose the location of the interviews to be familiar to the
students in order to put them at ease and make them feel
more comfortable and empowered.

5.4 Summary

The chapter presented a detailed description the
methodological approach that was used in the study. It

provided a great detail of the underpinning philosophical
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assumptions that informed the selection of the research
design is also presented. It presented the research design,
the participants and setting, the methods of research and the
procedures utilised for data collection, followed by the data
analysis procedure and ended with a summary of the ethical

issues which arose during the study.
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CHAPTER SIX: DESCRIPTION OF THE
SOCIOCULTURAL CONTEXT

6.1 Introduction

The findings of the study will be presented in five chapters as

follows:

1-Chapter 6 presents the description of the sociocultural
context in which e-portfolio was used.

2-Chapter 7 presents Activity 1: recording and storing work
items and evidence

3-Chapter 8 presents Activity 2: evidencing the achievement
of learning outcomes

4-Chapter 9 presents Activity 3: reflection on experience

5-Chapter 10 presents Activity 4: Sharing work with others

In this chapter, the sociocultural context in which the e-
portfolio was used as a mediating tool for the four learning
activities (recording, evidencing, reflection, sharing) s
described. The context is analysed and presented according
to the components of activity system: subject, object,
outcomes, community, tool, rules and division of labour. The
description of these components prepares the ground for the
next four chapters, in which information about the rules and
division of labour will be used to identify any contradictions

within the other four learning activities.
6.2 The components of activity system

6.2.1 Subject

The findings from the students’ demographic questionnaire
(see appendix G) show that the subjects comprised 14 first-
year, full time students who were enrolled in the Adult and

Mental Health Nursing courses. They were a very diverse
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group in terms of their age, background, ICT skills, and
culture. For example, their age ranged from early twenties to
mid-thirties. They were a mix of home and international
students, had different educational backgrounds and held
different qualifications such as ‘A’ levels, Diplomas, Bachelor’s
and master degrees. Their ICT skills ranged from average to
high.

6.2.2 Objects and outcomes

The data analysis revealed that e-portfolio was used as a

mediating tool for carrying out the four activities:

- Recording and storing work items and evidence;
- Evidencing the achievement of learning outcomes;
- Reflection on experience;
- Sharing work with others.
These activities will be described, in detail, in the next four

chapter of the thesis.

6.2.3 Outcome(s)

The desired outcome of the e-portfolio was that the students
would ultimately become independent and self-directed in
their learning. The underpinning philosophy of the course
placed the students at the centre of the educational process,
whereas the tutors and mentors were seen as facilitators. The
students were viewed as adult learners who were responsible

for their own learning.

Curriculum planners’ interviews:

Because we have this philosophy in the course of
“student led learning” so that students take
responsibility for their own learning and it’s not
about us filling of empty vessels. It’s more about

the student going out there hungry looking for
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learning that meets the outcomes that they‘'ve
given and then demonstrating that they’re doing
that, so that the e-portfolio has been setup so that
they can do that.

(Curriculum planner 2, initial interviews)

The actual portfolio itself is really essential for
nursing I think. I think it’s partly about how can
students recognize what they are learning and how
they are learning and how that’s contributing to

their practice.

(Curriculum planner 1, initial interviews)

6.2.4 Community

The community included those whose role was to support the
students in the process of developing their e-portfolio. This
included tutors, curriculum planners, the Health E-Learning
and Media team (HELM), and other students on the course.

Below is a brief description of each:

Tutors: The 11 tutors who participated in this study were
fairly diverse. Their teaching experience ranged from 4 to 17
years. The majority of them were from the Adult Nursing
field. Their IT skills ranged from average to highly skilled. All
of them had previous experience working with paper
portfolios but only few had an experience working with e-
portfolios. Their roles and responsibilities with regard to
supporting the students in developing their e-portfolios will

be discussed in the “division of labour” section.

Curriculum planners: The study involved 6 academic staff
from the Adult, Child, Mental Health Nursing fields. They were

directly involved in the process of planning, implementing the
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e-portfolio within the school, embedding it in the curriculum
and setting up the rules to govern its use. Their
responsibilities involved evaluating the use of e-portfolio in
the school, identifying any issues with its use and applying

the changes accordingly.

The Health E-Learning and Media (HELM) team: This team

included a group of both academics and learning

technologists who played an important role in supporting the
students and tutors in their use of the e-portfolio by providing
them with the necessary technical and pedagogical support.
They were responsible for running training and drop-in
sessions for the students and tutors on the use of the e-
portfolio, developing written guides and other resources on
how to use the e-portfolio system and providing consultations
on a one on one basis to solve any technical issues related to

the e-portfolio.
6.2.5 Tool

The tool of interest in this study was the e-portfolio. The
School of Health Sciences has invested in an e-portfolio
system called “PebblePad”. PebblePad is a personal learning
space or platform that includes a variety of inbuilt tools and
functions that are designed to support students’ learning. The
document analysis revealed that this e-portfolio system
offered the students several affordances to support their
learning. The following excerpts from the students’ guide

show some of these affordances.

Documents analysis:

PebblePad is an online learning tool and electronic
portfolio which provides you with a new way of
recording your learning, achievements, attributes

or talents online.
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PebblePad provides templates to support you in
recording, gathering, organizing, and presenting a
wide range of resources in a variety of interesting
and personalized ways to demonstrate your diverse
learning  experiences- your studies, work,

volunteering, hobbies and interests”.

You can upload a wide range of files types into
Pebble+ including documents, presentations,

images, and videos.

One of the most useful things about PebblePad is
the ability to share resources with others, in order

to work collaboratively or provide/gain feedback.

(Getting started-student guide)

The e-portfolio was introduced gradually to the students and
tutors. In the first year, a number of training and drop-in
sessions were organised for them at the beginning of the year
to familiarise them with the system. The initial training
included an introduction to the basic tools and functions of
the e-portfolio system. Written guides were provided,
explaining what the system could do for them and how they
could use it, and they were encouraged to explore the system
more and experiment with its templates and tools.
Throughout the year, they were encouraged to use the e-
portfolio to record and reflect on their learning, share their
work with others and ask for feedback. So, it can be seen that
the e-portfolio was used mainly as a personal learning record

and formative assessment tool.
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In the second year, the e-portfolio was used for both
formative and summative assessment. As the students
became more confident and comfortable with using the e-
portfolio, an assessment task was added, the elective
placement Webfolio. The students were required to use the
e-portfolio system to develop a Webfolio of their experience
during their elective placements and submit it to the
assessment space within the e-portfolio system for formal
assessment. This task will be explained in more details in the

“rules” section.

6.2.6 Rules and norms

The data analysis revealed that the use of e-portfolio was
governed by various rules. These rules regulated how the
students and tutors used the e-portfolio. These rules are

described below:

6.2.6.1 Use the e-portfolio to complete the blended learning

activities

Pre-planned, blended learning activities were designed by the
module leaders for each lecture. After each lecture, the
students were required to complete the related activities and
record them in their e-portfolio before attending the
facilitated group session organised to discuss these activities.
The student could share these activities with their facilitator

on the e-portfolio before the session, if they wanted.
Curriculum planners’ interviews:

There was a clear decision made that PebblePad
would become an essential component, that the
blended learning would be associated with
PebblePad.

(Curriculum planner 4, follow up interviews)
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The following excerpt from the instructions provided to the
students on Moodle gives an example of an activity the

students had to record on their e-portfolio.

Document analysis:

You must complete the activities within this
learning topic and then undertake the
associated recording activity [on PebblePad].
Read the four scenarios, which can also be found
by clicking on the following scenarios link and
completing the task set out for you in
PebblePad. You are required to complete these
reflections as evidence of completion of this

mandatory aspect of your learning.

(Instructions under one of the lectured on Moodle)

6.2.6.2 No particular reflection framework is required

Although the students were encouraged to use a reflection
framework or template, either generic or bespoke within the
e-portfolio system, to give a structure their reflection, they
did not have to use a particular example. It was up to them
to decide, based on their needs. These were unanimously

agreed-upon rules, as demonstrated in the excerpts below.
Tutors’ interviews:

We encourage them to use a reflective model, you
know, they could use Gibbs’ or Johns’ or whatever,
but sometimes they do and sometimes they don't.

I think it’s a useful way of structuring it

(Tutor 8, follow up interviews)
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Students’ interviews:

Obviously you can choose whatever reflection cycle you
want but I think the idea is that they want you to use a
cycle [reflection model] to make it easier to work out.
Obviously the cycles have been tested and stuff like that
so rather than you just writing your feelings... I think it
probably makes it easier and then it makes it easier for
whoever is reading it work out that you’ve followed the

cycle.

(Student 14-A, follow up interviews)

You can use whatever you want. You don’t have to use

anything at all, it just makes it look nice.

(Student 6-A, follow up interviews)

You can obviously choose what tool you want to do that

but you've just got to write a reflection.

(Student 4-MH, follow up interviews)

However, if a piece of reflective writing was an assessed
assignment, the student might be asked to use a model of

their own choice to structure their reflection.

Tutors' interviews:

Sometimes we would require a model in an assessed
piece of work. In my communication skills module they
have to use a reflective model in the first assignment,
so it doesn’t matter which one they use but they can
use a model..So our normal policy, I think, is “we
would like models or frameworks but you choose

which models or frameworks you work from”.

(Tutor 4, follow up interviews)
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6.2.6.3 Sharing is optional, except for mandatory learning

packages

The underpinning philosophy of the course viewed the
students as adult learners who were able to take control of,
and make autonomous decisions regarding their learning.
Their e-portfolio was their own personal space, thus, they had
the ability to decide whether or not to share their work with

others.

Curriculum planners’ interviews:

This is something we’ve told them that nobody can
see it [e-portfolio] unless you give them permission
to see it. Not everybody can see everything that’s
on PebblePad, which is because it’s the student’s
own collection of assets, and the students let
whoever they decide to share with, to share with

them. So it’s personal to the student.

(Curriculum planner 5, follow up interviews)

They only had to share some pieces of work with their
academic staff as evidence of completing the mandatory

learning tasks.

Curriculum planners’ interviews:

It’s [sharing] optional. It's up to them because it is
their learning. But, there are certain things that
they have to share. Some of the mandatory
learning packages are shared automatically for
them to get feedback on it. It automatically goes
into their own store, so they can then use it as
evidence within their PebblePad for their learning
and share it with their personal tutors, or with
facilitators.  (Curriculum planner 5, follow up

interviews)
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6.2.6.4 Complete risk assessment questionnaire and elective

plan

The students were required to complete two important
documents within their e-portfolio: the elective plan and the
risk assessment questionnaire, before attending their four
week elective placement. Completion of these documents was
compulsory for all students, whether they were planning a

local, national or international placement.
Tutors’ interviews:

In Unit B7204, the personal and professional
effectiveness for nursing care unit, the students
undertake an elective placement and the PebblePad has
been used for their elective placement. So they have to
undertake an elective plan, and then they have to do a

risk assessment, all of it via PebblePad.

(Tutor 1, follow up interviews)

Neither document was graded, but they both had to be
successfully and satisfactorily completed by the students,
before going on placement. They had to share them with their
facilitators on the e-portfolio for feedback, until they were

approved.
Document analysis:

You submitted this [elective planning] for
formative feedback to your facilitator earlier in the
academic year. You are required to submit your

elective plan as part of your final elective portfolio.

No grade is awarded for this work [risk
assessment], but your facilitator is required to pass

your risk assessment before you are able to go on
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your placement. You cannot go to your placement
until your risk assessment has been agreed by your

facilitator.

(Elective Webfolio Handbook)

As a part of completing their elective plan, the students had
to set at least three personal learning outcomes and one
group or shared learning outcome, concerning what they

wanted to achieve while undertaking their elective placement.

Document analysis:

Before you go on your elective placement you will
set your own personal learning outcomes and
develop a group learning outcome. These will be
included in your Elective Plan, which will outline
personal and professional development you wish to
achieve. Ensure that the learning outcomes you set
are SMART.

(Elective Placement Guide)

6.2.6.5 Develop a Webfolio of elective placement

The students were required to use their e-portfolio system to
create a Webfolio, showing evidence of how they achieved

their personal and group learning outcomes.

Document analysis:

You will create a Webfolio in PebblePad to present
evidence showing how you have met your learning
outcomes. There is not an exact word limit for this
piece of work, however, the amount of time you
spend on creating your Webfolio should be
equivalent to the amount of time you would spend

on a 2,000 word essay.

(Elective Placement Guide)
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The students were required to gather materials from their
elective placement to be included in their Webfolio as
evidence of their achievement of the learning outcomes. They
were also strongly encouraged to be creative in their
presentation of the evidence in the Webfolio, by including

multimedia evidence such as photos, videos, and graphics.

Document analysis:

While on placement, you will collect evidence to
show how you are meeting your learning
outcomes. This can include a range of media
including: e written reflections e photographs e

videos e audio recordings.
(Elective Placement Guide)

We have chosen an electronic format as it offers
several advantages over a more traditional paper-
based format. You [students] are able to collect a
range of evidence type. As wells as being able to
create and utilise the more standards forms of
evidence, such as written reflections and account
of direct observations, the electronic portfolio also
gives you the opportunity to use a wide range of
other forms of evidence such as audio-reflections,
photos, videos (NB you must always adhere to
standards of confidentiality), other forms of
graphic materials etc. This is particularly useful if
you have limited computer access, but have a

mobile phone with you.

(Elective Webfolio Handbook)

In addition to their evidence, the students had to write a
reflection on their experience during their elective placement
and explain how they managed to achieve their chosen

leaning outcomes. Although they were asked to be creative
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in creating the Webfolio, there was, nevertheless, a specific
structure and method of organization to which they were

expected to adhere.

Tutors'’ interviews:

The webfolio itself is more of a reflective account that
they build up. So there is a structure to it, so each
page of the webfolio has a structure, so there’s an
introduction, there’s an overview of their placement,
there’s their elective planning and risk assessment,
what were their individual learning outcomes, what
was their group outcome, and then conclusion and
references. So there’s a clear kind of structured

approach to it but it is very reflective.

(Tutor 1, follow up interviews)

The Webfolio was an assessment task. It counted for 40% of
the total grade of the module and it had to be marked by their
facilitators.

Document analysis:

Your Webfolio will be part of your assessment and

will be graded by your facilitator.

(Elective Placement Guide)

Students’ interviews:

It’s [Webfolio] 40% of the module. Yes, 60% is examined
and 40% is this Webfolio... The grade will be awarded to
your webfolio, and your webfolio should include your
personal outcomes, your group outcome, and how you
met them. (Student 6-A, follow up interviews)
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For the group outcome, each student was asked to deliver a
small presentation within their chosen group about how they
met the group outcomes as part of their elective placement.
This presentation was not graded separately, however it was
a requirement for the completion of the Webfolio. Following
this, the students could upload this presentation to their

Webfolio, to add to the group outcome section.

Students’ interviews:

At the beginning we chose a group outcome that we were
all going to meet, obviously everyone was going to
different places, and then after we did the elective we
did a small, like a two-minute presentation each, in front
of our class, just to describe how we met that outcome.
It was informal, so it wasn’t marked, but it was
mandatory that you must do it because obviously that
goes towards the portfolio [Webfolio] grade, it’s just

another aspect.

(Student 14-A, follow up interviews)

6.2.6.6 Complete the mandatory online learning packages

It was a requirement for the students to complete some e-
learning packages and record the evidence of completing
them into their e-portfolio. They were also expected to link
the evidence of completion to the appropriate learning
outcomes and share them with their tutors using the e-

portfolio.
Tutors’ interviews:

Some [learning outcomes] might be compulsory if it's
mandatory learning. They might have to write a bit of
evidence and demonstrate that through their written

work. (Tutor 5, follow up interviews)
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6.2.6.7 Adherence to confidentiality and copyright quidelines

Information may, potentially, be shared with unauthorised
individuals either knowingly or unknowingly on the internet.
Therefore, the students were expected to adhere to certain
standards of confidentiality, with regard to provision of
information about particular placements or individuals, when
recording their learning experiences and activities on the e-
portfolio. Any information that could have revealed the
identity of a specific placement or individual had to be
removed or masked. The Nursing and Midwifery Council
(NMC) code considers confidentiality as a fundamental part of

the professional practice.

Document analysis:

The electronic portfolio also gives you the
opportunity to use a wide range of evidence
such as audio-reflection, photos, videos but you

must adhere to standards of confidentiality.

(Elective Webfolio handbook)

The students were also required to take consent before taking
any photograph, filming or recording someone and before
using their pictures, recordings or videos in their Webfolio or

e-portfolio.

Document analysis:

You must ensure you follow the guidelines on
confidentiality, consent and copyright provided by
the School of Health Sciences when collecting

evidence.

(Elective Placement Guide)
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6.2.6.8 Duration of license of the e-portfolio system

An institutional license of the e-portfolio system (PebblePad)
was purchased by the School of Heath Sciences, in order to
give the students and tutors access to the e-portfolio.
However, the students’ license was supposed to expire one
year after they graduated from the university. That meant
that they would not be able to access anything recorded and
stored in their e-portfolio after this time. Therefore, they were
encouraged to transfer all their stored files to another free,
personal account or to download them to their computers. As
will be discussed in the contradiction section, the fact that the
students knew they would have no access to their e-portfolio
after graduation may have influenced their motivation to
record their learning in there. However, this rule was only
relevant at the time of data collection, because now the
students are granted a free ongoing access to their e-portfolio

for life.

6.2.7 Division of labour

The section presents the roles and responsibilities of students

and tutors, within the process of developing the e-portfolio.

6.2.7.1 Students’ role and responsibilities

Record their work and evidence on the e-portfolio

It was the students’ responsibility to abide by the above
mentioned rules, to complete all of the mandatory tasks and
to record them in the e-portfolio, for example, the blended
learning activities and the online learning packages. Besides
recording these mandatory tasks, they could record any of
their other work on the e-portfolio. One of the students, as

demonstrated in the excerpt below, described the e-portfolio
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as a “one stop shop” where she could record and upload

different types of work items.

Students’ interviews:

It’s always good to obviously get used to do things
online. I've uploaded lots of different kind of word
documents that I've typed up work, workbooks, and
photographs. I've also uploaded action plans, reflections
and uploading different things... so I think that’s a good
thing that it’'s one stop shop, you can put different kind

of evidence on there.

(Student 4-MH, initial interviews)

Share/submit all the mandatory documents

After completing the mandatory documents, such as the risk

assessment questionnaire, elective plan and Webfolio, the

I A\ n

students had to submit them to the institutional “assessment
space on the e-portfolio either for formative or summative

assessment.

Students’ interviews:

All you’ve got to do is just everything has to be added to
the portfolio, the webfolio in the PebblePad, and when
you've finished you just have to submit it. You submit it

online and the tutor will mark it online.

(Student 9-A, follow up interviews)

Demonstrate the achievement of the learning outcomes

One of the most important roles the students had to fulfil was
showing that they had addressed the required learning
outcomes. The best way of doing that was to link the evidence
they had collected from their modular work or any related
evidence to the appropriate learning outcomes in the e-

portfolio.
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Document analysis:

Whilst the content underpinned each outcome will
be covered by the taught and blended learning
components of your module, it is your
responsibility to show that you have addressed
each of the outcomes in your learning. To help, we
have provided you with a portfolio- framework
[Modular learning portfolio] based on your module
learning outcomes. You will be able to add pieces
of work to each of these outcomes as you build

your learning portfolio.

(Modular learning Portfolio guide)

6.2.7.2 Tutor roles and responsibilities

Monitor students’ progress toward achievements of the

learning outcomes

One of the most prominent roles of the tutors was to monitor
the students’ progress in terms of achievement of the

learning outcomes shared in the e-portfolio for each module.

Curriculum planners’ interviews:

7

Tutors use the e-portfolio to check the students
progress against their learning outcomes for the
modules, because the student is supposed to take
responsibility for their own learning and all the
learning outcomes for each of the modules is in
their e-portfolio and they’re supposed to show how
much progress they’ve made toward addressing

each of these learning outcomes.

(Curriculum planner 2, initial interviews)
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Review the completion of the mandatory tasks in the e-

portfolio

It was the tutors’ responsibility to review evidence of the
students’ completion of the mandatory learning packages and
to ensure that the students had recorded and linked them to
the appropriate mandatory learning outcomes in the e-

portfolio.

Curriculum planners’ interviews:

There are certain packages that they have to do
and there is a timeframe for those, so we would
review those as they go through as well, things like
safeguarding, information  governance. All
mandatory packages are all on PebblePad and the
student has to have evidence of completion by a
certain day, so we do need to go on, just to clarify

that the students are actually doing those.

(Curriculum  planner 4, follow up

interviews)

Provide support and feedback

Both the tutors and curriculum planners unanimously agreed
that the tutors’ role revolved around supporting and enriching
the students’ learning and development by offering them
appropriate support and feedback. It involved working
collaboratively with the students and encouraging them to
share their work and learning with them. The tutors were
expected to monitor what the students had shared with them,
not only for marking but also to help them to recognise the
areas in which their work needed development and
improvement, as well as possibly offering them ideas for

improvement.
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Curriculum planners’ interviews:

The role of the tutor is to determine the students’
learning, to support the students’ learning. The
original idea around supporting students’ learning
was to enable the students to share their modular
learning with the tutor, and the tutor to mark some

of that, and look at it, and work with them on it.

(Curriculum planner 6, follow up

interviews)

The following excerpt from the tutors’ interviews provides an
example of how the tutor helped one of her students who was

struggling with the use of e-portfolio.
Tutors’ interviews:

I belief that my role is to provide support to the
students for them to achieve... so first of all it was like
"vou need to share this with me. You need to share
that” and the student who still hasn’t shared a part of
hers, I have gone in touch with her to say “look, if you
can’t do this come and see me and we will do it
together”. So I will take her through the process of

how to do it and we will work it within that way.

(Tutor 1, initial interviews)

The tutors perceived their role as more of a facilitator, whose
job was to encourage the students to take more personal
responsibility for demonstrating the achievement of the
desired learning outcomes as adult learners. They believed
that their role was not to “spoon feed” the students, but
rather to put them in charge of their own learning by letting

them select the evidence that they saw as appropriate for the
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achievement of the different learning outcomes. The tutors,
then, would monitor their progress and provide them,

accordingly, with the necessary feedback.
Tutors interviews:

We are encouraging them to be more adult learners in
the way in which they achieve their learning, so that
they are taking far more responsibility for it. What we
are doing is directing them by saying “these are the
outcomes” but what we are not saying is “this is what
you must show under each outcome to show what
you've got there”. But what we are saying to them is
"wou're gathering evidence so you need to use that
evidence to show how you’re meeting these outcomes
and we’ll guide you with that”. We need to be
developing learners that take more responsibility of
their learning and become more adult and I think
typical health carer and being in nursing environment
is that we've always been let’s look after people and

show them the way.

(Tutor 1, initial interviews)

6.3 Summary

This chapter described the sociocultural context in which the
e-portfolio was used. It described the subjects who used the
e-portfolio, the object of using the e-portfolio, the desired
outcomes, the community whose role was to support the
subjects in their use of the e-portfolio, the rules that
regulated the use of the e-portfolio and the division of labour
among the community (roles and responsibilities of students
and tutors). The next chapter will discuss the first activity

identified from the data analysis.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Activity 1: Recording and storing work items

and evidence

7.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the analysis of the first learning activity
that was mediated by the e-portfolio, which was, “Recording
and storing work items and evidence”. The chapter starts with
a description of the components of the ‘Recording and storing’
activity system, followed by a discussion of the benefits of the
e-portfolio as a mediator for this activity. Lastly, the chapter
ends with the challenges and contradictions that affected the

mediational role of the e-portfolio in this activity.

n

7.2 Components of the “"Recording and storing

activity system

The activity of “Recording and storing” was mapped into
activity system triangle. A graphical representation of this
activity system is shown in figure 7.1. The components of this
activity system are described below in detail. The information
about these components was obtained from the different data
sources employed in this study, to provide a rich description

of the sociocultural structure of the activity system.
7.2.1 Subjects

The subjects in this activity were the eleven students who
were described in chapter 6 (section 6.2.1). In this activity,
they used the e-portfolio as a platform for recording and
storing their evidence and any other work items completed

throughout their learning journey.
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7.2.2 Objects

The students identified two main reasons for carrying out this
activity using the e-portfolio. First, they expressed a desire to
maintain a record of their learning and development. Second,
they wanted to keep their work safe and accessible by

recording it electronically, using the e-portfolio.

Maintain a record of learning and development

Keeping a record that showed learning and development over
time was one of the objects that motivated the students to
record and store any piece of work or evidence that they had
created or collected from their experience, within their e-
portfolio. They recorded and stored anything they thought
could be used to evidence their learning outcomes, show their
progress or demonstrate their completion of the required
work, as well as anything that they considered important to
them. In this regard, the e-portfolio was used as a means of
keeping a record of their learning and development. Take, for
example, this quotation from the one of the students who
recorded and stored everything in the asset store and

described her e-portfolio as a “memory bank”.
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E-portfolios

E-portfolio features:

Supporting different types of file formats
In-built templates
The asset store

Object

Maintain a record of

learning

Keep work and evidence

safe and accessible

Division of labour

Tool
The students who used the e-portfolio as a
platform to record and store their evidence and
any other work items throughout their learning
journey. Subjects Object(s)
Rules Community
Tutors

- Mandatory recording of blended learning
activities

- Adherence to confidentiality guidelines

- Duration of license of the e-portfolio

system

Transformation

—

Outcomes

Use e-portfolio as
continuing  professional
development

Students’ role:

Teaching staff role

Record their work and evidence in the e-portfolio:

Review the completion of the mandatory tasks in the e-

Figure 7.1: Recording and storing information in the learning activity system
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Student’ interviews:

I've got all sorts of assets, I've got reflections,
certificates, the blended learning that I've done. If I've
got something particularly interesting out of a lecture
and a seminar then I will put it up. I've written some of
my clinical skills sessions up, just so I don’t forget what
we've done in there, interesting discussions that we've
had, I've kind of typed those up and put them in, e-
learning packages that I've done, I've typed those up
and that’s in my asset store, the NMC code of conduct
I've put that up in there. Just things that I suppose I will
need again and I have to revisit, whereas I am used to
put them on a stick, a memory stick, is getting used to
putting everything on there [e-portfolio] because I

suppose it’s just like a memory bank really.

(Student 8-A, initial interviews)

Keep work and evidence safe and accessible

Given the time and effort the students were spending in
recording their work and evidence, they felt it was important to
find a means of protecting their work from any accidental loss
or damage. Their fear of losing the work, acted as a motivational
force that made them record their work in a digital format and
store it in their e-portfolio, where they believed it would be more

secure and accessible.
Students’ interviews:

I believe that things need to be placed in electronic form
portfolio because in the future it’s there, it’s not gonna
be lost, it’'s not gonna be destroyed and anytime you can

access it.

(Student 9-A, initial interviews)
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7.2.3 Expected/desired outcomes

Use e-portfolio as continuing professional development

The interview data suggested that the desired outcome of this
activity was that the students, after they qualified, would
continue to use the e-portfolio as a tool for recording their
ongoing professional development activities. According to one
of the curriculum planners, some students, of their own volition,
expressed an interest in having a personal e-portfolio account
after graduation. They wanted to continue using their e-portfolio
as a lifetime tool to record and demonstrate their continuing
personal and professional development, in order to meet the

NMC requirements.
Curriculum planners’ interviews:

They [students] have now started to ask, "How can I
have this [e-portfolio] permanently on my radar? How
can I permanently have this resource?” And we’ve now
started to discuss things about personal PebblePad
accounts and using them as a continual professional tool.
It really fits in with the movement, certainly from the
NMC and the RCN, about it being a seamless process,
really from the first year of training right through into
professional practice. Everything should be seamless and
that’s one thing that PebblePad can offer. I'm getting far
more people ask “can I use this when I qualify?”, which
is really interesting because, you know, we never really
pushed it as "you must have this when you qualify”, but
students are actually saying, "How much does it cost?
What can I do with it when I qualify?”

(Curriculum planner 4, follow up interviews)
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7.2.4 Tool

The e-portfolio system offered the students tools and functions
for recording their learning and achievements in a variety of
ways. Examples of these features and tools are: a variety of in-
built templates for recording their learning and progress, the
asset store for the storage of their work, and the tagging
functionality for the organisation of their work in the asset store.
During the interviews, the students compared these tools and
functions to other paper based storage and organisation

options. This will be explained later in the chapter.

7.2.5 Community

The data analysis showed that the “recording and storing”
activity mostly took place in the students’ private asset store.
Therefore, no one could see what the students were recording
and storing, unless they had permission to access this from the
students. Hence, the community that was involved in this
activity comprised those who were able to provide the students
with opportunities to record their learning and solve any issues
related to the use of the software. Accordingly, the community
included the tutors and the HELM team who were described in
chapter 6, (section 6.2.4).

7.2.6 Rules and norms

The data analysis showed that the activity of “recording and
storing work” was governed by the three following rules, which

were described, in detail, in chapter 6, (section 6.2.6):

- Mandatory recording of blended learning activities: It
was a requirement for the students to complete various e-
learning packages and to record the evidence of their

completion in their e-portfolio.
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- Adherence to confidentiality guidelines: The students
were expected to adhere to certain standards of
confidentiality, with regard to provision of information about
particular placements or individuals, when recording their
learning experiences and activities in the e-portfolio. Any
information that could have revealed the identity of a specific

placement or individual had to be removed or masked.

- Duration of license of the e-portfolio system: The
students’ license was supposed to expire one year after they
had graduated from the university. That meant that they
would not be able to access anything recorded and stored in
their e-portfolio after this time. Therefore, they were
encouraged to transfer all their stored files to another free,
personal account or to download them to their computers. As
will be discussed in the contradictions section, the fact that
the students knew they would have no access to their e-
portfolio after graduation may have influenced their
motivation to record their learning in there. However, this
rule was only relevant at the time of data collection, because
now the students are granted a free ongoing access to their
e-portfolio for life.

7.2.7 Division of labour

The data analysis revealed that the roles and responsibilities of
students and tutors in the “recording and storing” activity were

as follows:

Students’ roles and responsibilities:

Record their work and evidence on the e-portfolio: It was
the students’ responsibility to abide by the above mentioned

rules, to complete all of the mandatory tasks and to record them
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in the e-portfolio, for example, the blended learning activities
and the online learning packages. Besides recording these
mandatory tasks, they could record any of their other work in

the e-portfolio too.

Tutors’ roles and responsibilities:

Review the completion of the mandatory tasks in the e-
portfolio: 1t was the tutors’ responsibility to review evidence
of the students’ completion of the mandatory learning packages
and to ensure that the students had recorded and linked them
to the appropriate mandatory learning outcomes in the e-

portfolio.

7.3 The benefits of the e-portfolio as a mediator for

the “"Recording and storing” activity

The data analysis suggested that the e-portfolio offered the
students a space where they could record their work and
evidence of their learning and achievement during their course
of study and beyond. However, the analysis revealed that the
role of the e-portfolio was not merely limited to providing them
with the space to record and store their evidence in a variety of
formats. Rather, its role extended to allowing them to have
ubiquitous access to their evidence collection in the asset store
and also offered them a tool for the organisation of such a
collection. These two roles are described in further detail in the

following paragraphs.
7.3.1 Provide ubiquitous access

The first theme that emerged from the data captures the benefit
of the e-portfolio in allowing the students to easily access their
recorded learning, achievements, experiences and activities at
any time and from anywhere. The e-portfolio system that the

students used was a web-based platform, hence it was
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constantly accessible from anywhere and through any web
enabled device such as a computer, a smart phone or a tablet.
This feature of the e-portfolio allowed the students the
opportunity to access everything they had recorded in their
asset store when needed and from any device. This instant
access enabled them to take advantage of opportunities as they
arose and to continue recording their learning and
achievements wherever their learning took place. Several
students, as demonstrated in the following excerpts,
appreciated this feature of the e-portfolio. They appreciated
being able to access their work on any web enabled mobile
device and not being limited to accessing data from their

desktop computers or laptops.

Students’ interviews:

I like that I can access it from anywhere, you don’t
just have to have that from your computer you can
just log on anywhere, anytime and it’s just there.

So, I like that it’s easily accessible.

(Student 2-MH, initial interviews)

With PebblePad, it's [work] always there, you can
access it any time any place, and the good thing at
the moment is that I can access it on my mobile
phone even though I'm not with my laptop so I can

access it anywhere.

(Student 9- A, initial interviews)

The e-portfolio was compared favorably with other paper-based
storage options, in terms of its ease of access. This ease of
access to their work in the e-portfolio made the students feel

positive about the e-portfolio as a record of their learning. They
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reported that with the portability of the e-portfolio, they no
longer needed to worry about carrying big lever-arch folders
with them wherever they went, in order to record their
experiences. These paper folders were replaced by electronic
format files, which were more portable, mobile and could easily
be accessed from any location, with any networked device. They
found that this was an opportunity for them to keep track of
whatever they had recorded in their asset store, as well as
providing an opportunity for recording their experiences and

thoughts immediately as they happened.
Students’ interviews:

For the e-portfolio you don’t have to be carrying
files everywhere and everything. Anywhere you
are, as long as you have internet facilities you can
easily log in to your PebblePad, look at what you
have done, and if you have got an idea you can
easily type it in and store it and when you have
time you come back to it again. So I think it’s more

accessible.

(Student 11-A, initial interviews)

With PebblePad I don’t need to carry anything with
me, so wherever there’s a computer I know, once

it’s there, I can access it any time.

(Student 7-A, follow up interviews)

The following excerpts from the students’ interviews provide
examples of how the paperless and web-based nature of the e-
portfolio offered them ubiquitous access to their work,

regardless of the time or the location.
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Students’ interviews:

One of the advantages I see is that you can access
it anywhere, as long as you have access to the
internet, so you can access it and if you want to
work on your work you can continue to work and
you don’t have to be carrying books or files
everywhere. Like when I travelled to America last
year during my holiday, I was able to access my
PebblePad and do some of my school work which I

hadn't finished, which is good.

(Student 11-A, follow up interviews)

If I'm on the ward, yes, I can access it, if I'm on

the ward and I'm on night shift I can access.

(Student 6-A, follow up interviews)

Similarly, the tutors were in favor of the e-portfolio because it
provided the students with the opportunity to easily access,
from any location in the world, the evidence they had created
and recorded in their asset store. Based on their experience of
the paper portfolio with the previous cohorts, the tutors
believed that the e-portfolio offered additional benefits. In
comparison with the paper portfolio, in that it was easily

accessible, portable, and constantly available.
Tutors’ interviews:

It gives you the opportunity to have an e-portfolio
that you can access wherever you are, so whether
you’re working locally, nationally, internationally.
That evidence on PebblePad stays there so there
was an ease of accessibility and obviously less
cumbersome than taking paper copies with you

everywhere, so I think that’s one aspect.

(Tutor 5, initial interviews)
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Occasionally, students would lose things or forget
to bring them with them whereas obviously
because now it’s electronic you can access it and

so I think make things a lot better.

(Tutor 10, initial interviews)

The idea that the e-portfolio could be accessed on mobile
phones was especially valued by some students. They reported
that there might be situations where they needed to
immediately revisit and rework a particular piece of work in their
e-portfolio, for example after engaging in a discussion with
other students. If this discussion had been particularly
enlightening, it could have helped their learning and given birth
to new ideas and insights. This, in turn, might have led to new
ways of seeing and understanding their previous work and
experiences. Therefore, having the ability to access their e-
portfolio through their mobile phone was seen as a very
convenient means of instantly recording any new ideas that
might have emerged from these discussions and work could be

edited accordingly.

Students’ interviews:

This one is just there [one of the assets], I can
easily go back to that anytime anywhere. If there
is a kind of a discussion between students of which
there is a kind of argument, even though I'm not
at home I can just use my mobile phone to access
it through PebblePad.

(Student 9-A, initial interviews)

Mobile phones were also used to access the e-portfolio while on
placement. Access through mobile phones was viewed as a

quick and easy way for students to capture a live picture of their
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clinical experience and record it instantly while on placement.
For instance, student 9 was able to use her mobile phone, after
obtaining permission from the clinical staff, to remotely access
her e-portfolio and document her clinical experience. The
multimedia nature of her mobile phone enabled her to use texts,
as well as photos, to record her placement experiences directly

within her e-portfolio.
Students’ interviews:

I find it very easy keeping your mobile with you on
placement, though you have to let the people in
the clinical area understand why you’re using your
phone while on placement, because once they
understand that then it’s easy for you to use it
effectively on your learning, rather than be scared
of using it while people are there. Mostly I take
pictures or information sometimes, my thoughts,
things I need to do, since sometimes you do forget.
I write it on my phone or send it back to the
PebblePad, so that when I get home they will be on
the assets on PebblePad. So when I get home I can
easily use them effectively, any way I want to use

them.

(Student 5- MH, initial interviews)

After realising the usefulness of accessing the e-portfolio on her
mobile phone, the same student, quoted above, stated her
belief that the next step should be starting to use digital,
handheld devices, such as iPads, to access their e-portfolio
while on placement. She suggested that the clinical institutions
should consider taking the initiative to invest in making these

devices available for students to use whilst on placement.
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Students’ interviews:

Perhaps it could be an investment in some sort of
handheld pad like an iPad. I realize that it would be
a massive expense from the National Health
Service or for the hospital and trust but it could
champion it, it could be the champion and lead the

way.

(Student 5-MH, initial interviews)

The ease of access to the e-portfolio on mobile phones appeared
to offer the students benefits, not only at an educational level
but also in terms of security. One of the curriculum planners
argued that the ease of access to the content of the e-portfolio
could save the students from getting into difficulties, while they
were on an international placement. For instance, the students
were expected to provide some details and attach some
supporting documents, as a part of their risk assessment and
planning for their elective placement. Examples of these
documents, included a copy of their passport, flight ticket,
medical insurance and other documents. Having access to
copies of these documents on the e-portfolio could save them,
if they lost the originals of these documents while they were in

a different country.

Curriculum planners’ interviews:

One of the biggest benefits of it is that they can put
copies of their passports and things like that into
it, and therefore they’ve got access to it wherever
they are in the world. If they do have a smartphone
and they do take the smartphone with them, and
they lose their passport, then they should have
access to a copy of the passport or a copy of their

paperwork. So it's good in that sense and it’s
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probably more secure than doing something similar
as using, I don’t know, Dropbox or something like

that. So I suppose it’s good in that sense.

(Curriculum planner 6, follow up interviews)

It seems that the students were not the only ones who valued
the ability to access the e-portfolio and its content from mobile
devices. The tutors also appreciated that they could access it
from their mobile devices at a time and place that was
convenient for them. They felt that they were no longer required
to look at the students’ work at a particular time, for example,
during tutorial meetings or having to access the students’ e-
portfolios from the computers in their offices within the school.
They reported that this flexibility in access enabled them to

provide better feedback to their students.

Tutors’ interviews:

What I really like about it is I can do it on my iPad
wherever I'm. So, I can sit on the train to a
meeting in London or something and I can work on
somebody’s assets so that’s much better and I like
that. I like the accessibility of it, there is no time
limit on it, you don’t have to do it within half an
hour slots within tutorial. It's much more fluid so
you can feedback better to the students because
you can sit take your time without saying oh my
goodness, I can squeeze you in between these

lectures so I like that.
(Tutor 7, initial interviews)

Convenience is my one big thing. For me
personally, I like that I can view it [students’ work]

anywhere because I do work at home sometimes.

Once it’s submitted it will come to my view and I
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will able to look at it and comment on it so I think

that’s an advantage.

(Tutor 3, initial interviews)

7.3.2 Provide control over the organization of evidence

and materials

This theme describes how the e-portfolio helped the students to
constantly organise their work items and the evidence they had
created and recorded in their asset store. It shows how the
functionality of the e-portfolio enabled the students to develop
a personalised system for organising their work and linking it to
other parts of the curriculum in a more meaningful and

manageable way.

Several students participating in this study realised that by the
end of the first year of their course they would have a massive
amount of evidence and work which had been created and
recorded by them over time. Thus, clear organisation of this
work was deemed essential from very early on. In this regard,
the tagging functionality within the e-portfolio was viewed as an
effective way of organising this large collection. It enabled them
to assign label(s) to each piece of work that would make it more
memorable and easily identifiable in the long term. These tags
or labels could be used as keywords, as a means of searching

for their work within the asset store later.

Students’ interviews:

I think the tagging is really good because obviously
by the time I finish my first year, there will be all
these things in my asset store and the tags will help
me to sort of specifically find things rather than
thinking "oh gosh I've got three action plans and
they are all similar, which one which from which

ones.” but by tagging it with certain word or
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whatever I can actually identify “oh yeah, that was
from that module in year one or whatever.” So, it

helps you to kind of organize it.
(Student 4-MH, initial interviews)

Everything is a bit tagged because I found that with
time, maybe, I will have after a year or two years
a lot of information, a lot of them are gonna look
the same. So, tagging them made me know the
specific one that I'm looking for, the tag shows me
the specific thing that I'm looking for. I think that
tag is very helpful.

(Student 9-A, initial interviews)

The tags that the students added to their work items differed
from student to student. They had the choice of adding tags
that were meaningful for them in some way. For instance, some
students chose to tag their items by the academic year in which
these items had been created, whereas others tagged them by
the unit or module the items were relevant to. For the work
items related to particular placements, some students tagged
them by the type of placement for which the items had been
collected or created. This indicated that the students were able
to develop their own system, which was able to help them better
organise their work in the e-portfolio. Illustrative examples of
the tags the students added to their work are shown in the

following excerpts:
Students’ interviews:

Everything I put I tag it, unit A, unit B, or unit C.
The reason why I'm doing that is I don’t want to
just taking my time to look for something, I like
when it is organized so that I just go and I know

what it is.

(Student 7-A, initial interviews)
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I started putting all my placement evidence on
there as well. So, it's "placement evidence” and the
"competencies” that I wanna tag them with. Also,
I'm doing it that way, unit A is got its own tag, unit
B is got its own tag, unit C got its own tag, and all
the different items within them have got their own

tags.

(Student 2-MH, initial interviews)

I tag everything, pretty much. I put tags as “year
one”, “"hub placement”, “spoke placement”. I just
tag it by what’s relevant to it, really, what’ relevant
to the work. It just depends on what piece of work
it is, really, so I can find it easier when I'm looking

for it later on.
(Student 4-MH, follow up interviews)

I tag it [any work item], I give it a title. So, if it is
related to the elective placement just tag it
“elective”. That is, if it is Unit A, just tag "blended
learning Unit A”. If it is Unit B, I tag it “"Unit B
blended learning”, or if it is “"Unit B personal care”,

so I know that’s what I'm looking for.

(Student 11-A, follow up interviews)

This tagging functionality was compared to the use of sticky
notes as a tool for organising, classifying and labelling evidence
in paper portfolios. Based on their experience with both formats
of the portfolio, some students found that using tags to organise
and search for their evidence was easier and more practical than
using sticky notes. These notes were criticized by the students
for not being permanent, as they lose their stickiness over time

with repeated use and being shifted from section to section.
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Students’ interviews:

I know that in my big folder I've got all these sticky
notes that say what the titles of the pieces, what it
is, whether it’s direct observation or work product
or a reflective piece. I've got as many sticky notes
as I have bits of paper. So, I'm a bit worried that
they gonna fall off and lose their stickiness,
because I used them you know let's hold that bit,
go over and find it, whereas with this [the e-
portfolio] you have to just type in, tag what you

want and everything comes up.

(Student 2-MH, initial interviews)

Tagging was not only valued for its usefulness in helping the
students to organise their evidence. It was also appreciated for
the powerful pedagogy that underpinned the process. The
students asserted that the process of adding tags to their work
was thought provoking, in that it stimulated them to think about
the aspects of the curriculum to which the evidence might be
linked.

Students’ interviews:

I guess within the asset store you‘ve just got a long
list of documents, but what you do is you have to
try and think of these tags like which unit or

module these documents belong to.

(Students 13-A, initial interviews)

I think the tags are also quite useful because when
I make tags it helps me to think about what they're

and which evidence they’re appropriate for.

(Students 3-MH, initial interviews)
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Another pedagogical value of the tagging functionality was its
ability to enable the students to create connections between
their different pieces of work and to see the wider picture. Tutor
5 described the tags as being “movable” because one tag could
be assigned to different pieces of evidence. She also argued that
aggregating this different evidence under one tag would help
the students to wunderstand how their evidence was

interconnected and linked.

Tutors’ interviews:

The other thing it [tagging] does really well is
linking things. It can link a few pieces of evidence
together because tags are more movable as you
can put a tag name that pulls off three or four
pieces of evidence that you have uploaded. So, I

think that will be good for our students.

(Tutor 5, initial interviews)

7.4 Challenges and Contradictions in the

“"Recording and storing” activity

The data analysis revealed that there were three main
challenges affecting the students’ use of the e-portfolio for
recording and storing their work. These challenges were:
students’ lacking sense of ownership, their fear of an internet
or system <crash, and their dissatisfaction with the
organisational style of the files. To identify the contradictions
that caused these challenges and affected the mediational role
of e-portfolio, the “recording and storing” activity system was
broken into sub-triangles or sub-activities. Then, the interaction
between the components within each sub-triangle was

analysed, in order to identify the areas of contradiction. Both
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the challenges and related contradictions are explained below.

Table 7.1 summarises all these challenges and contradictions.
7.4.1 Rules related challenges

Lacking sense of ownership

The initial interviews with the students revealed that many of
them felt a lack, in terms of their ownership of their e-portfolios.
As shown in table 7.1, the reason for this feeling was found to
be rooted in a contradiction between the subjects and the rule
elements, within the activity system. Several students
(subjects) expressed their frustration at knowing that they
would not be able to access their e-portfolio after graduation
because their free license would expire as soon as they left the
university (rules). This contradiction discouraged some of the
students from becoming more actively engaged with the e-
portfolio and from using it for recording and storing their work.
It made them feel the e-portfolio was not theirs at the end,
which may, to some extent, have defeated its purpose of
helping them to maintain an ongoing record of their learning

and development.

Students’ interviews:

I think I haven't wanted to just keep anything just
on PebblePad because I know that after I qualify I
have to pay to keep using it and you can't
download things easily off it so I've just done stuff
on the computer and then uploaded it, so it’s

making me work.

(Student 1-MH, initial interviews)

The students compared the e-portfolio to its paper counterpart
with regard to its availability, and their ability to access to their

work after graduation. Apparently, they felt that the paper
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portfolio gave them a greater sense of ownership than the e-
portfolio. They felt that the paper portfolio was theirs at the end
because they did not have to renew or buy a license to keep it
after they had finished their course. Accordingly, recording and
storing their work in the e-portfolio was viewed as purposeless

and waste of time, as is shown in the following excerpts.

Students’ interviews:

I haven't used it too much because I prefer the paper
portfolio. I don’t see the value actually right now and
I don’t know if it’s really useful to have an e-portfolio
because if I finish my degree or if I am going to apply
for a job, will it be still available to me? That’s what
I'm asking myself. With the paper one I think I will still
keep it to myself wherever I go but with the e-portfolio
how will I have it after I finish the course or if I want
to look for a job, Idon’t know how it works. We don’t
know yet, because it’s like you are doing sort of e-
portfolio but will it be still available to you or maybe it
might be a waste of time to do all those work.. you put
all these things together and then not being able to

have them at the end of the course.
(Student 7-A, initial interviews)

I just think it’s [paper portfolio] an old fashion way
and I can see why the purpose of trying to do
PebblePad, it saves paper or whatever or just to
make it easier but we still not gonna have access
to this once we leave. So, I don't see the point of

doing it.

(Student 10-A, initial interviews)
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Table 7.1: Challenges and contradictions in the recording and storing activity

Challenges

Area of contradiction / sub-triangle

Explanation

Rules related
challenges

Little sense of

ownership

Subjects- Rules- Object

Tool

Subject Object

Rules Community Division of labor

Students felt a lacking sense of ownership
of their e-portfolios as a result of a
contradiction between the subjects and the
rules elements in the activity system.
Several students (subjects) expressed their
frustration at knowing that they would not
be able to access their e-portfolio after
graduation because their free license would
expire as soon as they left the university
(rules).

Tool related
challenges

Fear of internet or system

crash

Subjects- Tool- Object

Tool

Subject Object

Rules Community Division of labor

Some students expressed their fear of
experiencing a possible internet or system
crash that might result in them losing their
work. This fear was caused by a
contradiction between the subjects and tool
elements in the “recording” activity system.
The electronic and web-based nature of the
e-portfolio made some students question its
reliability as a recording and storage facility.
The anticipation of having these technical
crashes formed a barrier for some students
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Dissatisfaction
with the
organization style

of files

to entirely trust the e-portfolio for recording
their work and evidence.

Some students were not satisfied with the
way their work was organized in the asset
store. This dissatisfaction was found to have
resulted from a contradiction between the
students (subjects), who preferred the
traditional way of using folders to organize
their work and the e-portfolio system (tool)
which did not use folders for organising and
storing files, but used tags instead.
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This contradiction seems to have been resolved, because the
students now are entitled to have a free a lifetime, personal e-
portfolio account after they graduate. Having this free account
will allow them to continue recording their personal and

professional activities throughout their career
7.4.2 Tool related challenges

Fear of internet or system crash

The security and accessibility of their work was one of the
students’ main objects in carrying out the “recording and
storing” activity by digitally recording it in their e-portfolio.
However, some students expressed their fear of experiencing a
possible internet or system crash that might result in them
losing their work. As illustrated in table 7.1, this fear was caused
by a contradiction between the subjects and the tool elements
in the “recording” activity system. The electronic and web-
based nature of the e-portfolio made some students question
its reliability as a recording and storage facility. The anticipation
of these technical crashes formed a barrier for some students in
terms of entirely trusting the e-portfolio to record their work
and evidence. The following excerpts from student interviews
show how the fear of losing work due to unexpected technical
issues caused some students to use their USB memory stick, as

a means of backing up their work.

Students’ interviews:

My fear is what if there is a crash in the computer
or the system break down you know, all your work
will have been gone... that’s why I store in my USB,
so I use that as a backup... If something happens,
you know, with pebblepad like system breakdown..

we have had a system breakdown before,
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everything will be gone, so what is going to

happen? Anything can happen.
(Student 11-A, initial interviews)

I still put it [her work] on my stick as well. It’s just,
you know, I am scared and I am thinking “oh, if
everything is on the internet what if the internet

crashes?”. So, I double everything up.

(Student 8-A, initial interviews)

Experiencing repeated technical problems while recording their
work in the e-portfolio caused some students to prefer the use
of a paper portfolio. As demonstrated in the following excerpt,
the fact that a student was unable to retrieve her unsaved work,
after experiencing a sudden system crash, made the e-portfolio
a less appealing tool for her. She felt her work would have been

safer in a paper based portfolio.
Students’ interviews:

I feel more secure if my work’s in a folder, I
suppose, rather than on PebblePad, because of the
technical problems with PebblePad. Sometimes
I've written a page on PebblePad and my computer
has just shut down, and then I haven't saved it so
I've lost all my work. So that’s happened a couple
of times and my screen has frozen or something

annoying has happened, and I've lost my work.

(Student 10-A, follow up interviews)

Dissatisfaction with the organization style of files

The data analysis showed that some students were not satisfied
with the way their work was organised in the asset store. As can
be seen in table 7.1, this dissatisfaction was found to have

resulted from a contradiction between some of the students
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(subjects) who preferred the traditional means of using folders
to organise their work and the e-portfolio system (tool) that
used tags instead. Some students disliked that all their pieces
of work and evidence were displayed as just a long list in their
asset store. They were disappointed that the e-portfolio system
that did not enable them to create folders in their asset store to
organize and manage this long list. This issue seems to have
discouraged some of the students from recording their work in
the e-portfolio. The following excerpts provide examples of how
much the students felt frustrated because of their inability to

create folders in the e-portfolio.
Students’ interviews:

It just feels a bit cluttered because there are no
kind of folders to put stuff in whereas like a
computer you’ve got your documents folder and
you can split that up whereas with PebblePad is just
all the tag and things and it just there in one long
list...To an extent it annoyed me a little bit, it wasn't
all nice, neat and tidy but I've got the hang of
tagging things now and I know what to tag and I

know what to tag them with.
(Student 6-A, initial interviews)

I don’t think there is any organization about it like
you can’t organize.. I don’t know how to like
organize my work like put all my blended learning
in one section for unit A, all my blended learning in
one section for unit B, you can’t do that. It’s just
a list of files you'’ve got in your personal space. We
need to be able to create our own folders and
organize things our own way because people have
different ways of keeping the work organized. Just
like be able to use folders to organize your work. I
think we should be able to do that.

(Student 12-A, initial interviews)
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The students found that having only the tagging functionality
was not enough for them to be able to organise their work the
way they wanted it. Even with the tags attached to every piece
of work, their work was still displayed as a long list in the asset
store. Therefore, they were in favour of having folders instead
or maybe having a full functionality for both folders and tags
and, therefore, the ability to use them in combination to

organise their work.
Students’ interviews:

Everything’s just logged in a big list, so it’s a pain
trying to find anything. I put, obviously, tags in it
but you can’t organise it. I don’t know. There’s
something about the organisation I don’t like
because it'd be better if you could have folders
where you could do year one, year two, and then do
your tags. But instead you’ve got it all in one list and
then trying to organise that is a bit of a nightmare,
because I know they said you could organise through
your tags but I've never been able to organise it with
any benefit to me. So I've just kind of left them in a

list so it takes forever scrolling down.
(Student 8-A, follow up interviews)

Obviously you can tag your things, and you can see
the tags and the names of the tags on it, but it
would be easier to click on there for all your
placement evidence. So it would be much easier to
navigate, basically, than when you open your asset
store and you’re just faced with all this list of stuff
and then you have to look for the tags. It'd be
easier to just actually have it, like, "this is for
placement evidence, this is for online learning”,
that kind of thing, so you could just click on that
folder or whatever and actually get straight to it.

It’'s more easy to navigate.

(Student 10-A, follow up interviews)
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In an attempt to resolve this contradiction and reduce the their
frustration, some students found it helpful to save a copy of
their work on their computer’s hard drive or a USB memory
stick, where they had the ability to create as many folders as
they wanted. They believed that creating these folders was an
efficient way of storing, organising and retrieving their work.
Below are examples of how the students used these folders to

develop their own system of organising their work.

Students’ interviews:

There’s no folders there [on e-portfolio] and you
cannot really organize it because a lot of people’s
brains work in a different way, people want to
arrange things in a certain way, if you cannot do it,
it becomes a little bit frustrating..so I have a
different way of organising all these things in the
computer differently, like the year, like most of the
work I've done in the first year, I created files for
first year. Yes, I've done that. Those kind of
information, I don’t really need them at the
moment. They’re there. Anytime I want them, I
can easily go there. They’re there. They’re not
mixed with the ones that I'm using at the present,

which is good.

(Student 5-MH, initial interviews)

I've got my own system on my memory stick. So
I've got my different folders, and I've got one for
the University [name], then I've got “Year 1”, “Year
2” "“Placement”, and then in “Year 1” there’s
"B7101”, “B7102”, “B7103", “Learning for Practice
17, and everything that went in there. So each one
had an assignment folder and it was like, “"May”,
“January”, and then this year it’s been “"B7204",
"205”, "206”, “"Learning for Practice 2”. And then

the placement folder has got “Year 1”, “Year 27,
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and then each one of them has got “hub” and
"spoke”. But then my documents are named for
what they are, so itll be "Reflective Writing 17,
"Reflective Writing 2”, and then for Year 2 it’s “Year
2 Reflective Writing 1”, "Reflective Writing 2”, just
so that I can distinguish between them. I'd got all
of that also replicated on the laptop documents as

well.

(Student 8-A, follow up interviews)

7.5 Summary

This chapter discussed the first learning activity in which the e-
portfolio was a mediator. The e-portfolio was more than just a
storage space. It provided the students with ubiquitous access
to their stored work so that they could record their learning at
any time and from anywhere. It also provided them with control
over the organisation of their stored work and enabled them to
develop their own personal system for organisation. The data
analysis revealed, however, that the students experienced a
number of challenges that may have affected their use of the e-
portfolio as a tool for recording and storing their evidence.
These challenges were: lacking sense of ownership, fear of an
internet crash and the dissatisfaction of some students with how
they were able to organise their work. The next chapter will
present the next learning activity that was mediated by the e-

portfolio: evidencing the achievement of learning outcomes.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Activity 2: Evidencing the achievement of

Learning Outcomes

8.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the second of the e-portfolio-mediated
activities, “evidencing the achievement of the Ilearning
outcomes”. The data analysis showed that demonstrating the
achievement of the learning outcomes, through the
presentation of the appropriate evidence, was a mandatory
activity the students were required to accomplish in order to
fulfil their course requirements. This activity involved the
students selecting the most appropriate pieces of evidence they
had gathered from their modular or placement work, and linking
them to the relevant learning outcomes. To avoid any confusion,
it is worth mentioning that the students in this study were using
two different portfolios. The first portfolio was the “practice
portfolio” in which the students were required to collect
evidence to meet the practice competencies. The second
portfolio was the e-portfolio, “"PebblePad,” that was used as a
personal learning record, where the students could collect any
evidence, mainly from their modular work, in order to meet the
theoretical learning outcomes. The focus of this chapter,
therefore, is how the students used the e-portfolio to achieve

these learning outcomes.

The structure of this chapter is similar to the previous one. It
comprises three main sections. The first section aims at
describing the components of the ‘Evidencing’ activity system.
The second section presents the benefits of the e-portfolio in
helping the students to evidence their achievement of the

learning outcomes. The last section provides a detailed account
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of the challenges the students experienced while carrying out
the “Evidencing” activity and the contradictions that caused

them.
8.2 Components of the “"Evidencing” activity system

The activity of “evidencing” was mapped onto the activity
system triangle. A graphical representation of this activity
system is shown in figure 8.1. The components of this activity

system are described, in detail, below.
8.2.1Subjects

The subjects are the same fourteen students who were
described in chapter 6 section (6.2.1). The students in this
activity used the e-portfolio as a platform to demonstrate their
achievement of the learning outcomes by selecting the most
appropriate evidence and linking this evidence to the relevant

learning outcomes.
8.2.20bjects

The students identified three reasons that motivated them to
carry out the “evidencing” activity. First, they wanted to meet
the course requirements. Second, they thought that evidencing
their achievement of the learning outcomes would enable them
to monitor their own achievement and third, they wanted to link

the theory to the practice.
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E-portfolio

Transformation Desired Outcomes

—_—

Become a competent
registered nurse

Tool
- Meet the course requirement
Students who used the e-portfolio as a . . - Monitor their own achievement
platform to demonstrate their achievement of |SU b]ects Ob]ects
the learning outcomes - Link theory to practice
Rulées - .
Community Division of labour
Students’ role:
- Complete the mandatory online learning Tutors

packages and link the evidence of

completion to the appropriate learning
outcomes
- Develop a Webfolio of their elective

placement showing evidence of how they
achieved their self-chosen personal and
group learning outcomes

Figure 8.1: The “Evidencing the achievement of learning

outcomes and competencies” Activity System
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outcomes in the e-portfolio.
- Submit their Webfolio for assessment

Tutors and facilitators role:

- Monitor the students’ progress in terms of
achievement of the learning outcomes.

- Provide necessary feedback.




Meet the course requirements

For several students, their first motive in providing evidence
of their achievement of the learning outcomes was that they
wanted to meet the course requirements. As shown in the
excerpts below, the students were required to prove that they
had acquired certain knowledge and skills in order to be able

to move to the next level.

Students’ interviews:

If we don’t meet these learning outcomes we can’t move

into year two.

(Student 8-A, initial interviews)

You just have to prove that you’ve done it. If I said I've
read how to take temperature, pule respiration, what is
the evidence? So, by me putting it on PebblePad that
would help me to say that is evidence that I've done it

okay. So, I achieved my outcomes basically.

(Student 11-A, follow up interviews)

Monitor their own achievement

Other students reported that passing the course was not the
only motive that encouraged them to provide evidence of
their achievement of the learning outcomes. Rather, they
were intrinsically motivated to do so, in order to monitor their
own learning and achievement. For example, the student
quoted below believed that evidencing her learning would

keep her moving in the right direction.

Students’ interviews:

It’s all part of the learning that you’ve got to show

how you’re meeting the learning outcomes, and it
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helps to focus and it point you in the right direction

for your learning. So it’s not just to pass the course.

(Student 4-MH, follow up interviews)

Link theory to practice

The third motivation for the students to engage in the
‘Evidencing’ activity was their desire to link theory to practice.
They believed they could do that by linking their work from

their placement to the modular learning outcomes.
Students’ interviews:

I could use some of my placement evidence and tag it
for academic learning outcomes, do it that way, because
then I'm applying placement to a theory block and theory

block to a placement.

(Student 2-MH, initial interviews)

8.2.3Expected outcomes
Become a competent registered nurse

It can be implied from the curriculum book that the expected
or desired outcome of this activity was to help the students
to become competent, registered nurses. The Nursing and
Midwifery Council (NMC) has stated standards of competence
that the students are required to meet, by the end of their
programs in order to be able to register. These standards are
what the council consider essential preparation for the
creation of competent practitioners, who will be able to meet
the constant changes of the health care environment and

deliver safe and effective nursing care.
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Document analysis:

Learning outcomes ensure achievement of
University of Nottingham Level 3 (first degree)
standard by the end of the programme providing a
program that challenges learning and enable
students to apply theoretical concepts for nursing

care to field specific situations in practice.

Graduates of this program will be able to meet the
challenges of the role in practice and be clinically
competent and confident to meet the demands of
contemporary healthcare.

(Curriculum Document Bsc Nursing)

8.2.4Tool

The e-portfolio system the students were using, PebblePad,
was designed to allow them to upload and manage their work
items and to attach them to the appropriate learning

outcomes as evidence.
8.2.5Community

The community involved in this activity included the tutors
(previously described in chapter 6, section 6.2.4). These
tutors had access to the document where the students were
supposed to link their evidence to the learning outcomes in
their e-portfolio. Their roles and responsibilities in this activity

will be discussed in the following sections.
8.2.6Rules

The data analysis revealed that activity of “evidencing” was
governed by the two following rules (please refer to section

6.2.6 in chapter 6 for more details about these rules):
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- Complete the mandatory online learning packages, link the
evidence of completion to the appropriate learning

outcomes and share them with tutors using the e-portfolio.

- Develop a Webfolio providing evidence from the elective
placement demonstrating how they had achieved their self-
chosen personal and group learning outcomes. The
Webfolio was an assessment task, which counted for 40%
of the total grade of the module and had to be marked by

the facilitators.

- The students were also required to take consent before
taking any photograph, filming or recording someone and
before using their pictures, recordings or videos in their

Webfolio or e-portfolio.

8.2.7Division of labour

The data analysis revealed the following roles and
responsibilities of the students and the tutors in the
“evidence” activity. Please refer to section 6.2.7.2 in chapter

6 for more details about these roles.

Students’ roles and responsibilities

- Demonstrate their achievement of the learning outcomes
by linking the most appropriate evidence to the learning
outcomes in the e-portfolio

- Submit their Webfolio, after completion, to the institutional
“assessment” space in the e-portfolio for summative

assessment.
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Tutors roles and responsibilities

- Monitor the students’ progress in terms of their
achievement of the learning outcomes shared in the e-
portfolio for each module.

- Provide them, accordingly, with the necessary feedback.

8.3 The benefits of the e-portfolio as a mediator

for the “evidencing” activity

The data analysis suggests that the electronic nature of the
e-portfolio opened up new possibilities for allowing the
students to demonstrate their achievement of the specified
learning outcomes. These possibilities were captured in four
themes drawn from the data. The e-portfolio was found useful
in: (1) providing an easy way for students to link their
evidence to the outcomes, (2) supporting multimedia
evidence, (3) facilitating progress monitoring and provision of
feedback, and (4) allowing for the creation of meaningful
connections between various pieces of evidence. Each of
these themes will be described, in detail, in the following

sections.

8.3.1 Providing an easy way to link evidence to

outcomes

The first theme that emerged from the data captures the
benefit of the e-portfolio in facilitating the process of linking
the students’ evidence to the learning outcomes. Several
students, despite their initial worries, appreciated the value
of the e-portfolio in allowing them to easily upload and attach
their work to the required learning outcomes. They believed

that the e-portfolio made it less complicated than they had
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thought. A clear example of this can be seen in the following

excerpts:
Students’ interviews:

I think at first I thought this gonna be a bit of a faff
having to kind of trying link everything to the modular
outcomes and upload it and I thought it would be a bit
of a long process. But once you started it, I found it quite
easy to link what I've done and then put it on PebblePad
and then link it to the modular outcomes. I found it quite

easy, so for me that was good.

(Student 4-MH, initial interviews)

The e-portfolio was compared favourably with paper based
records in terms of the ease of linking evidence. The students
reported that the electronic nature of the e-portfolio made it
easier to update or modify the links between the evidence
and the learning outcomes. It also allowed them to add more
evidence to a particular outcome, without their e-portfolio

appearing “scruffy”.

Students’ interviews:

I think it probably would be really good if my mentor
could use PebblePad [e-portfolio] because I think if that
was done electronically that would be useful. It would be
tidier, because I find, with my paper book, I've had to
keep updating it so I've been scribbling it out and putting
new forms of evidence in, and changing Bondy levels a
couple of times. So it’s quite a scruffy book now, whereas
you don’t get that problem on electronic media, it’s much

neater.

(Student 1-MH, follow up interviews)
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As demonstrated in the excerpt below, the tutors seemed to
hold similar opinions, regarding the benefits of the e-
portfolio, in terms of linking the evidence to the outcomes, in
comparison with paper based records. They suggested that,
unlike paper based records, the flexible nature of the e-
portfolio made it less complicated to link different pieces of

evidence together.
Tutors interviews:

I could see that will be particularly useful for the students
to very easily whatever bits of evidence they produce
they can link it to the different learning outcomes and
you can just do that very easily rather than having these
very complicated tables where you are trying to show
which bit of evidence relates to which outcomes. They
can do that much more easily I'm sure. I think it would

be easier in pebblepad.

(Tutor 11, initial interviews)

The students believed the structure of the e-portfolio, and the
way it was designed, made the process of linking their
evidence easier and more structured. It allowed them to have
all their evidence stored in one place, which made it more

manageable and more easily linkable.
Students’ interviews:

It kind it brings everything together. It also says this is
what you need to be able to do and it kind of gives
structure. You have things in your asset store to be able
to put them on into the modular outcomes. It's like
everything seems to be so structured around that and

then to be able to go round share this with other people.

(Student 2-MH, initial interviews)
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Likewise, the e-portfolio allowed the students to collect all of
their learning outcomes in one place, which made them more
prominent. It seems that consistently having their outcomes
in front of their eyes worked as a constant reminder of what
they needed to do, in terms of finding the appropriate
evidence to meet them. Take, for example, this quote from
one of the students, who valued the e-portfolio because it
displayed all of the outcomes in one place, which, therefore,

kept her focused on what she had to do.

Students’ interviews:

All our outcomes on each module are there [e-
portfolio], which was interesting to me, it helps me to
know what to do, It helped me to be focused because
when I saw them I say 'oh those all I need to achieve
by the end of the year’ which was good for me. It helps
me to know what to do and not being distracted or
reading things that are not important but rather be

focused, so it helps with that.

(Student 11-A, initial interviews)

8.3.2 Supporting multimedia evidence

This second theme describes how the electronic nature of the
e-portfolio benefitted the students, in that it allowed them to
incorporate multimedia evidence. It shows how the e-
portfolio enabled the students to demonstrate their skills,
knowledge and abilities more creatively and using a variety
of formats. Several students in this study, as demonstrated
in the excerpts below, appreciated the e-portfolio for allowing
them to present their evidence in multimedia formats, such

as photos, videos, web links and texts.
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Students’ interviews:

I can put a range of different kind of evidence on there
[the e-portfolio]. That’s really good, I can upload many

different files, I can scan things and upload them.

(Student 4-MH, initial interviews)

The web portfolio is like, you put pictures and stuff on it,
you can do video recordings and things like that, and put
it on the web portfolio. I think it’s just a different way of

you writing your evidence.

(Student 14-A, follow up interviews)

I'm going to be able to include more variety of types of
evidence, so pictures, and audio, and different kinds of
documents, and links to websites that I've used and
articles I've looked at. It’d be a lot trickier to do that on

paper than on a digital one.

(Student 1-MH, follow up interviews)

It seems that the students were not the only ones who valued
the ability to incorporate multimedia evidence into the e-
portfolio. The tutors also believed the ability to use
multimedia evidence in the e-portfolio enabled the students
to show and the reader to better understand the multifaceted
nature of their experience. For example, the tutor quoted
below appreciated the amount of information the multimedia
evidence allowed the students to provide about their

experience.
Tutor interviews:

So with the Webfolios, I've just finished marking them

and the students have done brilliant stuff. They have
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uploaded videos into their Webfolios, they’ve got lots of
pictures, they’ve got lots of information from different
sources, they've wused podcasts, they've used
PowerPoints, all of that they've uploaded into it. And
you've got from the very good to the not so good pieces
of work but it’s been great to actually look at them and

read through it.

(Tutor, follow up interviews)

The data from online observations of the students’ e-
portfolios revealed that the e-portfolio enabled the students
to use different combinations of media to evidence their
achievement of the learning outcomes. With regard to the
first combination, several students, in their elective
placement Webfolio, used a combination of photos and texts
as evidence of their acquisition of certain knowledge or skills.
After reading the students’ Webfolios several times, it became
clear that the students either used the photos to support what
they had written or used the text to explain what was in the
photo. Either way, they both were used together as one piece
of evidence to demonstrate the student’s achievement of the

learning outcomes.

The incorporated photos were either taken by the students
themselves or were given to them by their placement
provider. Some photos were of the students performing a
particular procedure, while other photos appeared to be of
clinical staff in the placement engaging in a particular activity.
Other photos were of the devices or equipment that they had
learnt how to use while on placement. Examples of these

photos are shown in figure 8.1 and 8.2.
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Figure 8.1: Student 9 shows a photo of the device that he learnt how to

use while on placement
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Figure 8.2: Student 6 shows a photo of one of the nursing staff preparing
medication

When the students were asked in their interviews about why
they had incorporated photos into their Webfolio, the reason
given was not only that they could use them as evidence of
their achievement of the learning outcomes, but also that
using only text to show their experience might be boring for
the reader and would not allow them to show the full variety

of their experience. In addition, they believed that adding
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photos to the text would provide a richer account of their
learning, make their story more visually appealing and
engaging, as well as adding authenticity to their story,
because “seeing is believing”. The excerpt below, from one of
the students, seems to summarise all of the reasons reported

by other students.

Students’ interviews:

When you use pictures in the webfolio it creates beauty,
it shows what opportunity you had and it’s all on it, what
you’ve done on the screen. Sometimes people want to
see pictures because every picture is very engaging and
to avoid being bored, especially when you’re reading it...
sometimes when you’re talking about your experience,
what you've learnt, in a clinical setting, sometimes the
pictures will give you everything you need to say. The
pictures will always enable people to follow where you're
going because "seeing is believing”... that’s me there. I
tried to really create kind of a picture whereby
sometimes you don't really need to read. Sometimes
reading can be very boring but if you look at a picture
you already know what I'm telling you. You already know

the ward where I've been.

(Student 9-A, follow up interviews)

The online observations also revealed that another
combination of media the e-portfolio allowed for was texts
and videos. The e-portfolio enabled the students to integrate
videos, or links to videos on the internet, into their Webfolio.
For example, the student quoted below recorded a short video
of a real coronary angiogram while she was on her elective
placement. She combined this video with a text explaining
the knowledge she had acquired about this procedure. Then,

both the video and the text were linked to one of her personal
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learning outcomes in her Webfolio. When she was asked
about this video during her interview, she went on to explain

the procedure to the researcher, as shown in the quote below.

Students’ interviews:

This one is kind of the video I was telling you about. You
see this place here? There’s a blockage here, there’s a
blockage everywhere here. These are the arteries of the
heart. You see here, these are the lungs, you see the
dark bits here, these dark bits here, these are lungs, so
with a pump, they’re pumping something with a blue
liquid, because on the airstream you cannot see the
blood with the airstream, so you use blue liquid, with

blue liquid you can see.

(Student 9-A, follow up interviews)

The students were also required to adhere to confidentiality
guidelines and take consent before using someone’s pictures,
recordings or videos in their Webfolio or e-portfolio. It seems

that the students in this study were aware of this rule.

Students’ interviews:

I took some pictures and stuff like that, and because I
was here at [name] Hospital there’re some pictures that
have been taken that we’re officially allowed to use. So
I'm assuming, like the outside of the hospital and stuff
like that, because obviously some of the pictures you
weren’t allowed to take for copyright reasons and other

pictures for confidentiality and stuff.

(Student 14-A, follow up interviews)

I've taken some pictures from the placement and then
used some family pictures because there was a big thing

on consent and things like that; consent forms that I
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needed to do, so I kind of went for basic pictures. That’s
my nephew, I knew you wouldn't be allowed to put one
of the babies from the hospital so I thought I'd use one
of my family.

(Student 8-A, follow up interviews)

8.3.3 Facilitating progress monitoring and provision of

formative feedback

This theme captures the role of the e-portfolio in facilitating
the process of monitoring the students’ progress toward
achievement of their learning outcomes and facilitating the
process of providing formative feedback, in terms of possible
improvements. There were two strands to this theme: firstly
the e-portfolio allowed the students to self-evaluate their own
progress in terms of their achievement of the learning
outcomes, and, secondly, it allowed the tutors to monitor the
students’ progress and, accordingly, to provide formative

feedback. Both strands are described presented below.

8.3.3.1 Allowing students to self-evaluate their own

progress
The e-portfolio seemed to make achievements and progress

more prominent to the students, as it provided them with a
personal space in which they could view all their evidence
together in one place. This seemed to have enabled them to
more easily evaluate their own development and progress, in
terms of what outcomes they had or had not achieved and,
also, to identify what still needed to be done in order to

achieve them.

Students’ interviews:

It’s [the asset store] a constant reminder. It shows you

the achievement you've done, things that have been
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done and things you need to do. I think the first thing is
you to have them [evidence] here, because if you don’t
have them here it’s pointless because you don’t have
anything to really shoot for but you have them here as
a constant reminder of what you have done or what'’s

you have not done and what you have not finished.

(Student 9-A, initial interviews)

It’s [e-portfolio] good because I can see what I haven't
done, maybe I thought I've done it but I haven't, which
is good... That one was one of the first assignments for
Unit A about “hypertension”. I still haven’t done it but I
put it there [the asset store]. But, I know I have to do
it.

(Student 7-A, initial interviews)

The e-portfolio offered the students another feature that
worked as a visual reminder for them to quickly evaluate their
own progress. This feature was called the “rosette”, and was
located under each outcome in the e-portfolio. Several
students appreciated the fact the colour of the rosette
changed like a traffic light, depending on whether the
outcome had been partially or fully evidenced or had not been
evidenced at all. For them, this was a reminder of whether or
not they needed to revisit an outcome and add more

evidence.

Students’ interviews:

The little rosette is a good way of checking “have I done
that?”... The rosettes changing colour is really good and
the fact that you can say that “well, it partially evidences
it but it doesn’t show it completely”. Rather than just

going from red to green as soon as you’ve put something
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on, it has the amber in the middle, which kind of says
"vou need to come back to this, you’ve got stuff there
but you need to come back and put something else”,
which I think is really good. It's a really good quick
reference guide as well, and the fact that it tells you how

many pieces you‘ve got there as well.

(Student 2-MH, follow up interviews)

Having this kind of reminder in the e-portfolio made some
students feel more confident that nothing had been missed or
forgotten in terms of meeting the learning outcomes. It also
made them feel greater responsibility and accountability in
terms of continuously monitoring and assessing their own
progress toward achievement of the learning outcomes, and,
where the outcomes had not been fully achieved, they were

reminded to rectify this.

Students’ interviews:

It doesn’t let anything to fall through the net. So, you
wouldn’t forget things, because it made you accountable.
It keeps you accountable to yourself. You can use it to
keep accountable to yourself by looking at it in relation
to the modules that you’re doing and if you’re meeting
each module outcome. It is very good thing to hold
yourself accountable, have I met that? Have I done that?

Have I done that yet?

(Student 5-MH, initial interviews)

However, the students still needed guidance and
feedback from their tutors, in reference to the
sufficiency and the relevance of their evidence in
meeting their learning outcomes. They expected their

tutors to also monitor their progress on the
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achievement of their learning outcomes and to prompt

them when needed.

Students’ interviews:

I think they [tutors] have to sort of look and you know
they can sort of say to you when you’ve not got a piece

for such and such learning outcome, try and find some .

(Student 2-MH, initial interview)

They [tutors] might prompt and say ' this would be good
to use as evidence', you can link this to this' and they’ll

tell you on your online learning.

(Student 4-MH, initial interviews)

8.3.3.2 Allow tutors to monitor students’ progress and

provide formative feedback

The e-portfolio seems to have provided opportunities for the
tutors to formatively assess the students’ achievement of the
learning outcomes. Some tutors valued the e-portfolio for
providing them with an opportunity to easily monitor what
evidence the students had submitted for each outcome. This
enabled them to assess the relevance and sufficiency of these
evidence in terms of meeting the learning outcomes and
provide the students with a formative feedback for

improvement.

Tutors’ interviews:

I think with this e-portfolio it's easy to see what’s
going on and what’s been put on and as a personal
tutor you can go in and see and you can make a

statement where you can say to a student "I think

you’ve demonstrated this now, think about the ones
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that you haven't” or "thank you for putting this on but
perhaps you need to expand this a bit more. You are

someway there but it’s not quite there yet”.

(Tutor 1, initial interviews)

The e-portfolio was favourably compared with the face to face
tutorial meeting in terms of its ability to provide more
immediate feedback to the students. One of the tutors found
the e-portfolio to be a quicker and more flexible method of
delivering feedback because she felt that typing up feedback
in the e-portfolio would be easier than compiling lengthy of

tutorial records.

Tutors interviews:

I think it adds a bit more structure and hopefully shows
that we’re taking action to assist them rather than not.
But I think it’s just a quicker way because you don’t have
to sit and write reams of notes which we used to have to
do when we had extensive tutorials. There’s been a
tutorial where I have written six pages and my hands
almost stopped off whereas if I was typing up it will be a

different thing, it will be much much easier.

(Tutor 3, initial interviews)

The e-portfolio was also seen as a useful way of providing
more personalised and focused feedback, based on the
students’ actual and current learning needs. For example, the
tutor quoted below reported that the fact she could see what
evidence every student was submitting, enabled her to
identify those who might be having difficulty in meeting the

learning outcomes and to look into their submissions, identify
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the problems and provide them with specific feedback based

on their areas for improvement.
Tutors interviews:

I have got fifteen students in my group. They have
submitted their module learning outcomes book thing to
me there [in the e-portfolio] for module three and I will
get to see whether they have submitted work in terms of
meeting learning outcomes. I think it [e-portfolio] help
when your students are struggling and you look at their
portfolio of evidence in terms of their learning outcomes
and you can say to them “what’s going on. Why there is
only piece of evidence attached to all seven learning
outcomes here and what is it that you don’t understand”.
And it can help clarify and be very clear and hopefully
enable you to find out what is it that they are missing in

terms of their learning.

(Tutor 3, initial interviews)

8.3.4 Allowing for the creation of meaningful

connection between evidence

This theme captures how the e-portfolio allowed the students
to aggregate and group their individual pieces of evidence
together around a particular topic, competency and/or
learning outcome and describes how the students used the e-
portfolio to make connections between their evidence. It also
demonstrates how these connections helped the students to
form a meaningful story of their achievement of each learning

outcome.

As described by one of the tutors in the following excerpt, the
e-portfolio provided the students with a powerful
functionality, the tag, which enabled them to create links

between different pieces of evidence. She believed that the
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evidence/assets the students gathered needed to be linked to
each other rather than left as isolated cases. She appreciated
the potential benefits of using tags to help the students group
and connect different pieces of evidence, by adding a

particular tag or theme.
Tutors interviews:

The other thing it [the e-portfolio] does really well is
linking things [evidence]. So, if you tag them it links a
few pieces of evidence together. So obviously our
students will really like that because it links to a few
outcomes... if you put that tag name in it will pull off
three or four pieces of evidence that you have
uploaded. They aren't [evidence] just listed, it will pull
up evidence together. So, I think that will be good for

our students.

(Tutor 5, initial interviews)

One of the methods certain students used to connect their
evidence was tagging according to the learning outcome.
They attached a tag with the outcome’s name to each strand
of evidence they thought might meet this outcome. Since
they were able to add multiple tags to each piece of evidence,
depending on the subject they believed each piece of
evidence was linked to, this meant that each piece of
evidence could appear in different collections, for example,
the subject collection or the learning outcome collection. It
also meant the students could list all the evidence that
belonged to a particular tag (learning outcome or subject) via
a simple search using the tag name or by creating a collection
of these assets using the tag name. In addition to connecting
the evidence together by a particular outcome and/or subject,

adding these two tags to each piece of evidence helped the
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students to connect each of the learning outcomes with the

subject to which each piece of evidence belonged.

Students’ interviews:

I've uploaded different things and tagged them as well
into modules learning outcomes. So I am tagging them
with the actual modular outcome. The first tag will be the
subject, the second tag will be the module outcome and
then I can link them like that. So I am trying to work out

a map.

(Student 5-MH, initial interviews)

Similarly, the ability to add multiple tags allowed the students
to link the work they did in practice to the theoretical parts of
the course. For example, a piece of evidence collected from
placement could be given two tags. The first tag would be the
practice competency this evidence met and the second tag
would be the course unit that this evidence could be

categorised under.

Students’ interviews:

I started putting all my placement evidence on there as
well. Like I said it's placement evidence so it's the
competencies that I wanna tag them with. Then I will be

putting another tag with unit A, or unit B, or unit C.

(Student 2-MH, initial interviews)

Therefore, tags were viewed as more than just labels
attached to the evidence to identify them and group them
together. One of the tutors asserted that the process of
adding tags to the evidence could also have some educational
benefits. For example, it could provide the students with an

opportunity to link theory to practice.
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Tutors’ interviews:

When you are tagging them [placement evidence], it
might make you begin to make some links between the
theoretically and practically tagged bits of evidence. So

yes I do think it's got some educational benefits.

(Tutor 5, initial interviews)

The same tutor, quoted above, argued that adding tags to
evidence might also encourage the students to look at their
evidence from a broader perspective. For example, it might
stimulate them to think about which part of the curriculum
their evidence was linked to, which competencies or learning
outcomes it met, and how each piece of evidence was

different from or related to other pieces.
Tutors interviews:

I think it does make you think laterally about your
evidence so you are seeing the wider picture if you
like, you see it more as an overview rather than maybe
you would if it was just in a file and it’s all under each.
But because you can actually visualise it on pebblepad
so I think in that way it makes you begin to think about
which bits of evidence may be linked together to meet

one specific outcome or can be tagged.

(Tutor 5, initial interviews)

8.4 Challenges and contradictions and in the
“Evidencing” activity

The analysis showed that there were two main challenges

that the students experienced while carrying out the

“Evidencing” activity: difficulties in selecting appropriate

evidence, and lack of feedback on the submitted evidence.
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These challenges were traced to their root causes through the
identification of the contradictions between the components
from which they arose. This section is dedicated to describing
these challenges and the contradictions that led to them.
Table 8.1 summarises all of these challenges and

contradictions.
8.4.1 Division of labour related challenges

Difficulty in selecting appropriate evidence

One of the major challenges that several students
experienced while carrying out the activity of “evidencing”
was a difficulty in selecting the appropriate evidence to meet
the learning outcomes. As demonstrated in the excerpts
below, several students found it difficult judge whether an
evidence was appropriate enough to meet the learning

outcomes.

Students’ interviews:

I know what we’ve got to do in terms of uploading
evidence against those outcomes, so I understand that
bit. But, what I guess I don’t understand really is what

counts as valuable evidence,
(Student 13-A, initial interviews)

They asked me to do something [evidence] while doing
the blended learning, I just put it there [e-portfolio]. But,
I don’t know if it’s enough or not for the outcomes and if

it’s good evidence or not.
(Student 7-A, initial interviews)

I don’t know whether what I've put in here [the e-
portfolio] really matches the outcomes or not. I don't
know whether this piece of work fully meet everything

that is required.

(Student 10-A, initial interviews)
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Table 8.1: Challenges and contradictions in the “Evidencing” activity

Lack of feedback on
the submitted

evdience

Subjects- Division of labor- Object

Tool

Subject Object

Rules Community Division of labor

Challenges Area of contradiction / sub-triangle | Explanation

Division of D|ff|culty n sglectmg The students (subjects) felt that they
labour related | appropriate evidence

challenges had difficulty in selecting the

appropriate evidence because they
were not receiving enough guidance

(division of labour) from their tutors,

There was a difference between what
the students (subjects) expected and
what their tutors perceived their role to
be (division of labour). There was a
clash between the students’ (subjects’)
expectations and the tutors’ perceptions
of their role (division of labour) in terms
of the provision of feedback on the
evidence within the e-portfolio. Some

tutors did not perceive their role to be
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that of continuously monitoring what

evidence the students were submitting.
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The activity analysis showed that the issue of inability to
select the appropriate evidence seemed to be a consequence
of a contradiction between the subject and division of labour
elements in the “evidencing” activity. The students (subjects)
felt that they had difficulty in selecting the appropriate
evidence because they were not receiving enough guidance
(division of labour) from their tutors, as illustrated in table
8.1. As shown in the excerpt below, some students felt that
there was a greater emphasis on the technical aspect of
uploading and attaching evidence to the outcomes in the e-
portfolio rather than on the selection of the appropriate
evidence. They were given a written guide that explained the
step by step process of tagging their evidence to the learning
outcomes in the e-portfolio, but they were not given enough

guidance on what counted as a good or appropriate evidence.

Students’ interviews:

The guidelines basically tell you how to do things, how
to do an asset, how to upload a pdf or something like
that, the instructions, but nobody tells you what you
should be attaching to things to meet your learning
outcomes, So, I think it’s that information more we
needed rather than the instructions on how to use it,
because you can easily guide yourself around it, that’s
not hard, pebblepad is not hard, but it's how to do it
correctly and if you’re attaching the correct things, I
think that’s the part that’s been missed. I think they’ve
put so much focus on how to use it, instruction wise, and
they’'ve missed the greater thing of it of actually
attaching things because this is the part that’s gonna get
us through our year one. So I think they needed to

maybe change their emphasis on things.

(Student 8-A, initial interviews)
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I understand that you have to attach things to
the leaning outcomes and I know all that but I
don’t know if I am doing it right. I'd like some
guidance on ‘yes, you doing it right and carry on
the way you going or 'no, you need to do this,
this and this ".

(Student 7-A, initial interviews)

The data from the online observations showed that some of
the students did not attach evidence to the learning outcomes
in the e-portfolio, particularly at beginning of their first year.
Their difficulty with selecting appropriate evidence may have
resulted in a reluctance to attach evidence to the outcomes
due to their fear of doing something wrong. In response to
that, one of the tutors, during the interviews, reported that
that the students needed to be advised that there was no
right or wrong way to demonstrate their achievement of the

learning outcomes.

Tutors interviews:

I think one of the things I'll spend time with my
students saying to them is “"there is no wrong, there is
lot of rights that we can show. There is no real wrong
as long as you’re engaging with it because even if
you’d shared something and it doesn’t quite show that
you’ve met the outcomes, it doesn’t make you wrong
it just means that I'm able to give you feedback and
we are able to build on what you can put in, next to
show that you have done it” and I think that’s

important.

(Tutor 1, initial interviews)
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Lack of feedback on the submitted evidence

Some students reported that they did not receive feedback
from their tutors on the evidence they had submitted and
attached to the learning outcomes in the e-portfolio. They
expected that their progress toward achieving the learning
outcomes would have been monitored and that their tutors
would provide them with feedback or, at least, leave a

comment.

Students’ interviews:

I've not had any feedback to say you know '‘yeah it’s
going well” or you know 'you got lots of evidence on
there, keep going’ you know this kind of encouragement
or 'I've seen this’. So, I don’t know if my personal tutor
seen it or not. To be honest, I don’t know. But,
apparently they meant to be looking at it and see what

you doing on there.
(Student 4-MH, initial interviews)

I have not had anything [feedback]. We submit it
[modular portfolio] and as far as I'm aware it is shared
with them from the beginning of the year, and if it’s not
being picked up that we’re doing work and stuff, it would
be something that they would pick up on, on PebblePad,
because nothing’s [feedback] being added or anything
like that.

(Student 2-MH, follow up interviews)

The activity system analysis revealed that the reason behind
this lack of feedback was rooted in a contradiction between
the subject and the division of labour elements in the
“evidencing” activity. There was a difference between what
the students (subjects) expected and what their tutors

perceived their role to be (division of labour). As shown in
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table 8.1, there was a clash between the students’
expectations (subject) and tutors’ perceptions of their role
(division of labour) in terms of the provision of feedback on
the evidence in the e-portfolio. Some tutors did not perceive
their role as being a continuous monitor of the evidence the
students were submitting. The analysis revealed there were
three reasons behind this perception. These reasons are

explained below in detail.

The first reason, as one of the tutors asserted, was that the
students in this course were adult learners who were
expected to be self-motivated and show a considerable
degree of independence. Thus, the students were expected
to operate independently and be responsible for selecting the
appropriate evidence in order to demonstrate their
achievement of the modular learning outcomes. She believed
that her role was to remind students to upload their evidence
by the time of their mid-year tutorial, if they had not already
done it, however, she did not see her role as including a daily
review of the students’ e-portfolio to monitor whether they

had uploaded their evidence.

Tutors’ interviews:

I think if I adhered to the philosophy of the course then
they should be self-motivated. I mean I can add
reminders and email them and say "“don't forget to
upload your PAR document or don't forget to upload your
module learning outcomes” and that I dont see
necessarily as my role to be checking on them every five
minutes. What I do expect is that when I come to the
mid-year kind of tutorial and they haven’t uploaded any
evidence to their module learning outcomes then I will
be chasing them up and say “this is a requirement, if you

don’t do this then you don’t pass and if they're very slow
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about it.. maybe they didn’t realize that they needed to
do it or maybe they misinterpreted what they needed to
do. I hopefully give some clarity but I'm not going to
chase them up every five minutes because they are adult
learners. And I believe that if they want really to become
a nurse and really succeed then they will strive quite
hard at this course because you have to because it’s a
hard course. It’s very difficult, it’s not an easy course and

you do have to be motivated to be here already.

(Tutor 3, initial interviews)

Another tutor reported that she felt that it was not necessary
to monitor and provide feedback on the evidence the students
were attaching to the learning outcomes because these
outcomes were already being assessed through other

methods such as essays.

Tutors’ interviews:

from a module point of view, the outcomes are already
assessed so I don’t see why I need, as a tutor, to look
at module outcomes in PebblePad if they’'ve already
been assessed through the assessment process in
term of their essays, or whatever’s being marked. So,
there’s no role for a personal tutor in there, really. All
you're doing is giving them a pat on the back and
saying “very good, you’ve got these different assets

you've put in”. It seems a bit silly to me, to be honest.

(Tutor 4, follow up interviews)

Another tutor reported that students would approach her if
they had an issue related to selecting evidence and achieving

these modular outcomes. So, if she did not hear from them,
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she assumed that they were making good progress and that

they could wait until the meeting at the end of the year.
Tutors’ interviews:

There may be something in the course documents that
says it is our job to monitor them but what happens in
practice is you see them if they have a problem and
you see them if they come back at the end of the year.
So as personal tutor you have a role in terms of
ongoing progress and I tend to work on the basis that
if you don’t hear anything all is well. If they're okay,
we don’t hear from them, and if there’s a problem, we

hear from them, and otherwise it’s the end of the year.

(Tutor 4, follow up interviews)

8.5 Summary

This chapter discussed the second learning activity, in which
the e-portfolio was a mediator. In terms of this, the e-
portfolio was found to be a useful platform because it allowed
the students to include a wide variety of evidence to present
their learning and create meaningful connections between it.
It also allowed them to easily link this evidence to the
appropriate outcomes and provided them, and their tutors,
with the opportunity to monitor their progress toward the
achievement of these learning outcomes. The data analysis
revealed, however, that difficulties in selecting the
appropriate evidence and a lack of feedback on the submitted
evidence were the main challenges affecting some students’
use of the e-portfolio as a tool to evidence their achievement
of the learning outcomes. The next chapter will discuss the
third activity that was mediated by the e-portfolio: reflection

on experience.
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CHAPTER NINE

Activity 3: Reflection on experience

9.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the third activity that was mediated by
the e-portfolio, which was reflection on experience. The data
analysis suggested that reflection was an essential activity
the students were asked to carry out as a part of their
learning on their course. The activity involved the students
thinking about their experience, whether at university and/or
on placement and analysing their associated thoughts,
feelings and actions. This allowed them to express how they
felt about a particular experience and helped them to have a
better understanding of themselves and their actions in order

to enhance their future practice.

Similar to the previous chapters, this chapter starts with a
description of the components of the “Reflection” activity
system, followed by a discussion of how the e-portfolio
mediated this activity. Lastly, the chapter ends with the
challenges the students experienced while carrying out the

“reflection” activity and the contradictions that caused them.

9.2 Components of the "Reflection” activity

system

The activity of “Reflection” was mapped onto the activity
system triangle. A graphical representation of this activity
system is shown in figure 6.1. The components of this activity

system are described below in detail.
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E-portfolio

- Inbuilt reflection template

o Journal entry

o Structured reflection

o What? So what? Now what?
- Other inbuilt templates (ends with reflective question)
- Template builder (design their own reflection template)

Tool
Reflection “‘for self”
- Learn about themselves and
how they learn . _
- Express their feelings Transformation Desired Outcomes
Students who used the e-portfolio as a Sub'ects =
vehicle for recording and presenting their J Ob]ects Reflection “for others” —_> - Perform better in the future
reflections
- Complete the reflective
assignments
Rules Community Division of labour
No particular reflection framework is - Tutors Students’ role:
required Submit their Webfolio for summative
assessment
Write a reflection on their experience
during their elective placement in the Tutors and facilitators role:
Wehfnlin Provide the students with the necessary
feedback on their reflection
Figure 9.1: The “Reflection on experience” Activity
System
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9.2.1Subjects

The subjects are the same fourteen students who were
described in chapter 6 (section 6.2.1). In this activity, they used
the e-portfolio as a vehicle for recording and presenting their

reflections.
9.2.20bjects

The data analysis suggested that the students were writing
reflections either for “self” and/or for “others”. Thus, the objects
of this activity varied, based on for whom they were doing the
reflection. Accordingly, the objects are presented below under
these two, main categories: reflection for self and reflection for

others.

9.2.2.1 Reflection” for self”

The students reported that they would write a reflection to: (1)
learn about themselves as learners and how they learned,

and/or (2) express their feelings.

Learn about themselves and how they learn

Some students reported that they wrote reflections to help them
understand more about themselves and how they learned. The
process of writing a reflection made them think about what had
been learned or how much they had learned, in a particular
situation. Hence, the process of learning became more visible

to them.

Students’ interviews:

I think it make you realize what you have learnt. As
you’re writing it [reflection] you think “oh, yes, I have
learnt quite a lot through this session” or “that made me
think about this quite a lot”, and as you’re writing it out

you realise how much you have learnt.

(Student 4-MH, follow up interviews)
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Interestingly, one of the students wrote reflections in the form
of letters to herself. In these letters, she wrote about herself as
a learner, appreciated her achievements and how she had
progressed from one year to another in the course and then
sent it to herself. An example of what she wrote to herself in

one letter can be seen in the following excerpt:

Students’ interviews:

I tend to write letters to myself quite a lot as well. I plan
on doing a series. I wrote one last year, I wrote one this
year, I'm going to write one next year, and then my final
year as I'm ready to graduate, and it’s basically looking
at the progress as the year’s gone on. So last year it was
a letter to myself as I was getting my exam results for
my A levels, basically saying, “You never thought you’d
get here. You've done really well. These are the kinds of
things you’ve been doing this year and this is the kind of
feedback that you've been getting. Don’t worry,
everything’s going to be fine, try not to stress too much.”
And then this year I've written to myself as I was last
year, saying, “"Okay, well you did this and you’ve gone
on to do this. You didn’t quite manage to do this but
you’ve done it in other ways.”... It's more of a
motivational pep talk thing and it is very emotive, very

raw, and almost completely unedited.

(Student 2-MH, follow up interviews)

Express their feelings

Some students mentioned that they wrote reflections because
of their therapeutic effect. Reflection allowed them to express
their feelings, especially when they encountered challenging
situations. They found it a safe outlet that helped them to gain
a deeper understanding of these situations and disperse the

emotional load that they caused.
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Students’ interviews:

I think if it’s challenging situations or if you come across
something emotional, like a death, or if you come across
a hurdle with a patient and you thought that you could
come across it and beat that challenge but you didn’t, I

think that’s when it helps to reflect.
(Student 14-A, follow up interviews)

Idid a reflection on this one (one of her assets) because
in our clinical skills we had to brush each other’s teeth
which is a very strange experience for me because I've
never had anybody else brush my teeth. So, I did a
reflection on that purely because it’s good to be the other
person, to be the patient. So, I did a reflection on that
and they didn’t ask us to but I decided that it's good to
reflect on later on. So I've just tried to do as much as I

feel.

(Student 8-A, initial interviews)

9.2.2.2 Reflection “for others”

In this type of reflection, the students were writing for the

purpose of showing others that they had completed the

reflective writing assignments

Complete reflective writing assignments

Completing the reflective assignments was one of the purposes

that motivated that students to carry out the reflection

activities, as demonstrated in the following excerpts.

Students’ interviews:

It’s [reflection piece] a blended learning that we have to

do. It has a deadline by December 10t. So, I've done it.

(Student 11-A, initial interviews)
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This is a reflection that I have done, again when I've

been asked to do.

(Student 13-A, initial interviews)

9.2.3 Desired Outcomes

Several students reported that written reflection would
ultimately enable them to “do better in the future” by allowing
them to view their current experience from different angles,

learn from it and, therefore, develop in new ways, in the future.
Students’ interviews:

I think I come to terms with what like to be a good nurse.
I think already I can see the value of reflection because
like I say you can go into a situation you could have
really good experience with a patient or you can really
probably have a bad experience with a patient and by
reflecting on that experience you can learn for the future.
So, no one needs to sell that to me. I understand
reflecting on those experiences will help me to do better

in the future.

(Student 13- A, initial interviews)

It's important to be able to learn new things,
progress as a person. If you felt something or you
didn’t agree with something, reflecting on that and
looking at different possible outcomes and leave
this didn’t work then reflecting on it, in the future I
will do this better.

(Student 8-A, initial interview)

When practicing you might do something wrong
and you can reflect on it, that’s not how you should

do that. So you do that in a different way in future.

(Student 12- A, initial interviews)
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9.2.4Tool

The e-portfolio system appears to have been designed to have
the necessary functionality to encourage and guide the students
in writing reflections. It comes with inbuilt reflective templates
that are specifically designed for promoting and recording

reflection.

9.2.5Community

The community in this activity comprised the same eleven
tutors who were described in the initial activity. Please refer to

chapter 6 (section 6.2.4) for more information about them.
9.2.6Rules

The data analysis showed that activity of “reflection” was
governed by the two following rules (please refer to section

6.2.6 in chapter 6 for more details about these rules):

No particular reflection framework is required: if a piece
of reflective writing was an assessed assignment, the student
might be asked to use a model of their own choice to structure

their reflection.

Develop a Webfolio of reflections related to the elective
placement: The students had to write a reflection on their
experience during their elective placement and explain how they

managed to achieve each of their chosen leaning outcomes.

9.2.7 Division of Labour

The data analysis revealed that the following were the roles and
responsibilities of the students and tutors in the “evidence”
activity (please refer to section 6.2.7.2 in chapter 6 for more

details about these roles):

Students’ roles and responsibilities
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- Submit their Webfolio, after completion, to the institutional
“assessment” space in the e-portfolio for summative
assessment.

Tutors roles and responsibilities

- Provide the students with the necessary feedback on their

reflection.

9.3 The benefits of the e-portfolio as a mediator for

the “"Reflection” activity

The analysis of the data identified three themes that described
the benefits of the e-portfolio as mediator for the reflection
activity. These themes indicate that the e-portfolio was valuable
as a platform for promoting retrospective reflection, scaffolding
students’ capacity for reflection and for opening up possibilities
for different formats of reflection. Each of these themes will be

presented below in further detail.
9.3.1 Promoting retrospective reflection

The first theme that emerged from the data was the role of e-
portfolio in promoting retrospective reflection. This theme
captures the way, according to the students, the e-portfolio
facilitated the process of looking back at their repository of
work, allowing them to revisit and reflect on their earlier work.
It appears that the e-portfolio was used as more than just a
collection of the students’ work. Their work was not simply
uploaded there and forgotten about, rather, it was frequently
revisited and revised by the students throughout the year.
Therefore, the e-portfolio provided the students with a dynamic
platform where they were able to engage in an iterative process
of continuous self-assessment and reflection. Several students

appreciated the electronic nature of the e-portfolio, because it
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allowed their work to be stored and organised in one place,

therefore looking back at it and re-editing it was made easier.

Students’ interviews:

I think what I've found quiet easy is that I can look at
what I've uploaded and then I can kind of go and edit
them, view them and reflect back on them. That’s quite

easy.

(Student 3-MH, initial interviews)

I like that it’s there and it’s organized, you can view it,
you can edit it, you can also go back and edit stuff. It’s
not just once you’ve done that’s it, you can go back and

edit things.

(Student 4-MH, initial interviews)

Moreover, the electronic nature of the e-portfolio made it
simpler for the students to continuously revaluate and update
their work and re-work their materials in the e-portfolio in order
to improve it and add more meaning to it. As demonstrated in
the following excerpt, the ease of editing encouraged one
student to re-write her reflection on a particular piece of work.
That stimulated her to think and move beyond just a simple
description of a particular piece of work or of “what happened”
in a particular situation, to a deeper level of reflection in which
she explained “how” she had created this piece of work and how

she made sense of what she had learned from it.

Students’ interviews:

I kind of keep going back to things and re-editing them.
Like with this one, my physical obs one, rather than just
go 'oh’, this is an obs chart, I go into more details about
it saying you know why we take physical observations,
how it’s done, stuff like that.

(Student 2-MH, initial interviews)
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Moreover, the students asserted that looking back over their
early work was worthwhile because it also allowed them to
revisit any feedback that had been given. That, in turn, provided
them with the opportunity to re-engage with this feedback and
potentially initiate an online dialogue in the e-portfolio where
they could exchange comments with the feedback provider. This
idea is articulated in the following excerpt from one of the

students.

Students’ interviews:

Yeah it is good that you can also go back to it [one
of her reflections] again to read the comments that
have been made. If you want to write or you want
to comment on it or you want to refer to it you can

easily go back to it again.

(Student 11-A, initial interviews)

From analysing the students’ actions on the e-portfolio, it was
clearly evident that several students were engaging in the
process of looking back at their work and modifying it over time.
Although I had no access to the work in their asset store
because of the privacy settings, I was able to access the work
they had submitted to the workspace. The print screens below
demonstrate examples of students’ submissions; it was a
reflection on learning styles (figure 9.2). Looking at both the
submission date and the date the work was modified by the
students indicates that they were able to revisit their work and
make some changes, even after its submission, on the e-
portfolio. In addition, any change the student made to this work
was automatically updated on the workspace, so that their

tutors always had access to the latest version of their work.
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Figure 9.2: Examples of work submitted to the workspace by

students 8 and 11, respectively

The students appreciated that, using the e-portfolio, they were
able to retrospectively reflect on their work and alter it at any
point, even after submission. The process of reflecting back on
a previous piece of work might allow the students to discover
any errors in their writing or gain new insights that could help
them to do things differently. For example, the student quoted
below realised, only after submitting her reflection to the
workspace, that she needed to remove the patient’s hame or
anything that could identify the patient’s identity from the
reflection in order to protect the patient’s confidentiality. The
ability to edit the work on the e-portfolio at any time allowed

her to fix this issue.

Students’ interviews:

Sometimes I'll have to stop and think, rather than
actually putting patient names and stuff, then there is
a time when I'm like “"no, I have to sit here and think
of a suitable pseudonym, one that I've not used before,
one that wasn’t the name of anybody on the ward or
on a caseload or anything like that”, because otherwise
it looks like I'm writing about them when I'm actually
not. So it depends on what I'm writing as to whether
there’s a lot of emotions and feelings involved or less,

and what I want to show with that particular piece.

(Student 2-MH, follow up interviews)
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The ability to retrospectively reflect on the e-portfolio was not
exclusively used as a means of looking back at previous
reflections and other work products. Students were also able to
revisit the lecture notes they had uploaded to their e-portfolios.
It is worth noting that the multimedia nature of the e-portfolio
allowed the students to scan their notes and store them in their
personal asset store. Continuously referring back to these notes
helped them to refresh their memories and develop new or
deeper understanding of the topics they were reviewing. The
students found this to be beneficial for their understanding of

the subject matter.

Students’ interviews:

I can also go back to it [lecture note] again if I forgotten
something, so I can go back again and read again may
be for an exam or for a test, or if I'm going to the ward
I want to read about how to do the vital signs again. I

can go back and read again because I've read it before.

(Student 11-A, initial interviews)

We had like lectures... like my notes on my lectures. So,
after the lectures I had to make my notes during
lectures then upload them to PebblePad [the e-portfolio
system] throughout that process, then I can go back in

the future to that notes.

(Student 9-A, initial interviews)
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The following is a print screen of some lecture notes that were
shared in one of the students’ e-portfolios (figure 9.3). Student

10 scanned her notes and uploaded them to her e-portfolio.
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Figure 9.3: lecture notes
The multimedia nature of the e-portfolio also helped the
students to add a visual element to their work, for example
attaching pictures to their reflections, notes or to any other
learning products. Incorporating a visual element to written
materials can maximise the effectiveness of the process of
retrospective reflection. This is because it can stimulate the
process of recalling any information, thoughts and feelings
associated with these materials. Apparently, this seemed to be
of benefit for the students, particularly those who were visual

learners, when they were reflecting back on their earlier work.

Students’ interviews:

As a visual learner I normally go back to those
reflections and work I have written on PebblePad,
those lectures [notes] I've uploaded on my
PebblePad. So, I go back and read most of those
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writing that I uploaded; most of the time had
pictures to it. So, seeing those pictures really

sometimes helps a lot in my learning.

(Student 9- A, initial interviews)

9.3.2 Scaffolding students’ capacity for reflection

This theme describes how the design of the e-portfolio assisted
the students in writing their reflection, by taking into
consideration the students’ needs and capacity in terms of
reflection. It also captures how the features of the e-portfolio
were varied in order to suit the students’ different reflective
styles and preferences and, finally, how it helped them to
progressively upgrade their reflective skills from one level to

another.

During the interviews, several students referred to the benefits
of the inbuilt reflective templates in the e-portfolio as a means
of assisting them with writing their reflection. The templates
were frequently mentioned as well-designed tools that made the
reflection easier and more structured. Apparently, the students
liked the idea that the templates contained questions that
prompted them to think about their experience and helped them
to start writing reflectively. The following excerpts from the
students’ interviews articulate nicely how the templates were

valued by many students:

Students’ interviews:

Like now when you are doing reflection, there is a
template already for reflection which makes it easy
for me. So, I just go on the template, because there
is "what, so what, now what?” [one of the reflection
templates] So with that it helps me to construct

what I have to reflect on...so the template is already
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there "What? So what? And now what?”. So, with

this you know what you write.

(Student 11- A, initial interviews)

It js easy to do the reflection because they [e-
portfolio templates] put already questions for you
to answer, examples of questions you can answer
for each reflection. So, now it saves me the time to
think about what I will put. So, for this point of view
about the reflection I think it’s easy for me, I just
read the questions and I just remember my

experience that I did, so I think it’s easy.

(Student 13- A, initial interviews)

They [inbuilt reflection templates] were good. So,
you didn’t have to keep thinking of what to do. You
don’t have to think what to do next, it was all

structured for you. So, yeah I did like the Idea.
(Student 8-A, initial reflection)

It [the reflection template] has helped me because,
firstly, it’s handy. It’s there, which is very easy for
me to use, because sometimes you might just be
using your laptop, your computer, and while on
PebblePad you might just remember, "Oh yes, let
me do some kind of a reflection of this.” All you
have to do is to click the template and it comes up
and you start writing, rather than probably wasting
time looking for paper and pen to write or
whatever. So it's easier whereby the questions, as

I said before, are straightforward.

(Student 9-A, initial reflection)

One of the students believed that the questions in the inbuilt

reflection templates were deeper and much better at enhancing
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their reflective ability than the random questions that they

would have thought of themselves.

Students’ interviews:

They [e-portfolio system] have like a set of
reflection tools. So, it will give you like a set
qguestions and that kind of enhances your ability to
reflect because it's asking you questions so you
thinking about the answers which kind of aid
reflection rather than thinking “okay, what I've
learned, what I've done” and just kind of not know
where to start. Having that framework on there is

quite very useful.

(Student 3-MH, initial interviews)

The same student, quoted above, attributed the effectiveness
of the templates in enhancing their reflective writing skills to the
idea that the questions in the templates had been scientifically
tested by experts, thus they were “evidence based”. Therefore,
for her, the templates were proven to be effective as guidance
in writing her reflection and, accordingly, creating effective

action plans.

Students’ interviews:

The reflection tool it kind of gives you a basis and
gives you set questions to kind of be able to really
make an action plan and know that you are making
an effective action plan. You're not just setting
yourself with questions and not knowing whether
they are the right questions or the wrong questions.
These are kind of probably evidence based

questions to help form an effective action plan.

(Student 3-MH, initial interviews)
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Furthermore, one of the curriculum planners observed an
improvement in the students’ reflective writing skills in their
second year. She too, attributed this to their use of the inbuilt
reflection templates in the e-portfolio, because they provided
the students with an appropriate theoretical structure that

facilitated the process of reflection.

Curriculum planners’ interviews

There’s been an improvement in the reflections, quite
considerably. Obviously they’re second year students and you’'d
expect some improvement, but they’re thinking more about the
process and I'm getting more and more convinced that it is
because we're using the templates. It does offer a structure. I
have some students now that are starting to adapt their own
template, so they’ve added things into the template and added
their own little headings as they go through, which is absolutely
fine because that’s innovation. So the templates are there as a
guide not as a be-all and end-all because it is there for them to

demonstrate what they’ve achieved.

(Curriculum planner 4, follow up interviews)

The e-portfolio system “PebblePad” provided the students with
different types of reflection templates that ranged from highly
structured to less structured formats. This variety appeared to
be designed to meet the students’ needs and satisfy their
different reflective styles. The students used different templates
for different purposes and in different situations because it was
up to them to choose the template. Allowing the students to
choose the template that would best meet their needs was

another way to scaffold their capacity to reflect.

Students’ interviews:

It’s [the e-portfolio] got one [template]where we
can just have literally a blank kind of document and

you can just flow and just write your thoughts down
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and it’s actually got another one [template] where
it’s more structured. So, I've actually used both, so
there’s been times when I have been like I'm not
quite sure about the structure, I just wanna get a
stuff done and I've just done it that way. But I have
also got an option of having it more structured and
I've actually found you know when it is structured
it helps, you know when you kind of like you wanna
just get it done and if I wanna just not linger too
long on it. I wanna just gets the main points of my
reflection and I've used the structured and it’s

really helped. So yeah, I find it useful.

(Student 4-MH, initial interviews)

I think I've used two different ones [templates].
There’s one where you’ve got the "Why? What?”,
you know, the questions and answers. There’s one
that’s just a blank notebook kind of thing in there,
which you just write your own freeform reflection.
So I think I've used both of those styles depending
on what mood I'm in and if I just want to do the
"Why? What? When?” or if I just want to free-think

it and just write what comes to my mind.

(Student 4-MH, initial interviews)

I like the way it’s structured...the reflection was
good because you had a choice of a few reflections

[templates] you could use “what? So what? So what

”

now?”, and then a more detailed one, which was

good.

(Student 8-A, initial interviews)

From the data from the online observations of the e-portfolio, it

was clear that students varied in the forms they used for writing
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their reflection. For example, several students alternated
between the use of the inbuilt reflection templates and merely
word processing programs for their written reflections. They
also alternated between the use of highly structured and less
structured formats for reflection. However, the template “What?
So what? Now what?” seemed to be the most popular and
frequently used template amongst the students. On the other
hand, there were a few students who used these templates only
when they were instructed to in the blended learning activities.
In these cases, the majority of their reflections were written in
word documents. It is worth noting that this observation is
based on the reflections the students submitted to the
workspace or attached as evidence of learning to the learning
outcomes in the modular learning outcome document in the e-

portfolio.

The online observation also revealed that, besides using the
inbuilt reflection templates, several students used other
templates for recording their meetings, plans and
achievements. They answered the reflective questions that
were located at the end of each of these templates. The
following print screens were taken directly from some students’

e-portfolios (figures 9.4 and 9.5).
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Lifelong Learning : My Skill

About This Achievement

| engaged a child in a swimming lesson within my role as 'swim helper’ at a swim school -after they
refused to get into the water, cried and screamed - assisting them on a one-to-one basis, enabling
them to eventually join the rest of the class.

Supporting Evidence
Child's certificates, testimony (child's parents, teacher).

o [&
Reflection

| felt happy about the eventin that | managed to engage the child. It meant that he could join in with
rest of the class, so his parents’ money wasn't wasted, and he learnt something new. However, | think
if something like this happened again, | might leave the child to it and let them deal with their own
frustrations, as the situation may have resolved secner had | done so this time around. and giving
him one to one attention might reinforce his behaviour and lead to him deing it mare. | also
recognise that my satisfaction at money not being wasted is my own personal views on money being
projected onto the parents - it is how | imagine they must have felt. | need to learn to recognise when
intervention is necessary, and also to separate my own views from that of others, particularly within
the healthcare setting - when | am on placement during pre-registration training and when | am at
work post-qualification.

Figure 9.4: reflective comment (Student 2, MH)

About This Activity

I have printed out material on moodle to read which relates to unit ¢. | have also searched my
physiology and anatomy textbook for relevant information.

When Did The Activity Take Place?

30 september 2012 and is ongoing

Reason(s) For Undertaking The Activity
I searched my anatomy and physiology text book to learn about how our bodies fight infection. This

will help to fill any of my knowledge gaps in the subject matter. Self study keeps me organised as |
plan ahead the following weeks.

Knowledge Or Skills Gained

I now begin to gain a better understanding on how the body fights infections which is related to my
module.

Impact Of The Activity

I will have a better understanding of the subject which will help me in lectures as | will be able to fill in
any knowledge gaps.

Overall Reflection

I am trying constantly to develop my persanal best and to do this | have to take my studies seriously
by organising my study time and to make the most of it.

Figure 9.5: reflective comments (Student 10, A)
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9.3.3 Opening possibilities for different formats of

reflection

This theme relates to how the multimedia nature and the online
environment of the e-portfolio opened up possibilities for
recording reflection in different ways. Before introducing the e-
portfolio, the students had been using paper based portfolios to
record their reflection. This type of portfolio limited the
students’ choices to written reflection. It was hoped that
introducing the e-portfolio would give rise to more creative ways
of recording reflection that would provide greater motivation for
the students to record their reflection and arouse the tutors’
interest in reading it. This idea is well explained in the following

excerpt from the tutors’ interviews.

Tutors’ interviews:

These paper-based portfolios get messy and start falling
apart. I suppose it can be quite boring to read and to get
through them, but may be in pebblepad it will retain
students and tutors’interest because you can do different
things and it maybe that will enhance their motivation
and creativity in reflecting on their learning and

producing good assets.

(Tutor 11, initial interviews)

The data analysis showed that the students used multimedia
elements such as photos, mind maps and hyperlinks alongside,
or even without the use of written text, as a means of

presenting a reflective narrative about their experience.
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Photos

The idea of visual reflection seemed desirable to several
students. They appreciated that the e-portfolio provided them
with the opportunity to add pictures to their written reflection
in order to make it more visually appealing to their readers.
They also believed that “a picture is worth a thousand words”,
therefore having pictures alongside their written text was
considered to be very helpful, as it would allow them to tell their
story and deliver their message to the audience in fewer words

than would have been possible in a paper portfolio.

Students’ interviews:

You can put pictures and make it [Webfolio] more
visual because it was mostly marked on how you
reflect and evaluate what you’ve done. I think that
is @ much handier format than a paper one for that
kind of reflection because you‘ve got so much to put
in there and it’d be quite tricky to organize it all into

a paper file.

(Student 1-MH, follow up interviews)

The data from online observation of the students’ Webfolios
revealed that the majority of the students used pictures mostly
from their placements and placed them within their written text
in order to support their reflection about their elective
placement experience. The pictures and the written text in their
Webfolios provided a digital story about them. After reading the
students reflection and looking at the pictures in the Webfolio,
it can be implied that these pictures were used to serve different
purposes and to provide additional dimensions to the
experience. For instance, some of the pictures were used to

provide details about the environment in which the experiences
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took place. It would have been difficult to present all these
details in a written format only. Other pictures seemed to have
been used simply to reinforce the message that was being
presented in the written text, while others may have been
added to make the reflection more visually attractive. Another
instance in which pictures seemed to have been used, was to
demonstrate how the student had learned a particular skill or
procedure during their placement. For example, some students
used pictures of them with other members of the nursing staff
on their placement when they were reflecting on the
development of their communication skills. As there was no limit
of the number of photos the students could use in their
reflection, the number of pictures used by different students
varied. The following are print screens of some photos that were
integrated into textual reflection, taken from the Webfolios of

various students (figures 9.6 and 9.7).

As a part of early and late shifts
routine | participated in ward rounds

taking general observations such as
T T T T y
B temperature; pulse;iblood.oxygen
T T T level and blood pressure.
T T T
-:\.x\x\x\x\x\x\x\x\x\x\x\x\
~= T T T
T T T T
e T T T T T oximeter were similar to the ones

The thermometer and pulse

used in the UK. Only manual
sphygmomanometers were used on
the ward so that | had plenty of
practice measuring blood pressure

manually.

Routinely respiration rate was not
measured in contrast to the National
Early Warning Score practice. |
learned how to record the
observations on the computer
(image on the left) and also made
evaluation notes about the care
delivery and patient’s progress (see
scan of the digital patient’s record
print out).

Figure 9.6: Using pictures (Students 6-A)
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Page options: : ll :ﬂl !V! ;é]
+To gain an understanding of the holistic care needs of homeless and vulnerable
individuals, and how services can work together to achieve this.

rning Outcome 2 | put together a Mind Map

of all the information

leaflets | obtained from

various insight visits. This

was to demonstrate how

Emmanuel House is like a

hub which connects to a

wide range of services.

To gain an understanding of how services work together to meet the holistic care needs of
homeless and vulnerable people | arranged to go on insight visits to a variety of services

Figure 9.7: Using pictures (Student 4-MH)
Mind maps

In addition to using photos, some students used mind maps as
another form of reflection. They considered mind maps to be a
more creative way of reflecting on their experience. One of the
students used a mind map as part of her reflection process as a
starting point, in order to write down and categorise her
thoughts and feelings about the experience before starting to
write up her reflection. Later the mind map would be scanned

and uploaded to her e-portfolio.

Students’ interviews:

I like referring back to pictures or photos or
diagrams, or just something to break up the text.
If I'm planning assignments or reflections or
something I'll usually do a mind map and just have
something visual so I can start turning that into
text. I suppose they could be part of the webfolio if

I was going to scan them and upload them.

(Student 1-MH, follow up interviews)
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In reviewing the format of the reflections the students
submitted to the workspace or attached as evidence to the
learning outcomes on the e-portfolio, it became evident that
mind maps were one of the chosen formats. These maps were
generated either with pen and paper or with software programs,
as is illustrated in the print screens below (figures 9.8 and 9.9).
The map that was created using pen and paper was scanned
and saved as a PDF file and uploaded to the e-portfolio. Clearly,
the content of this handwritten map could not be edited or
modified as it was saved as an image. On the other hand, the
map that was created using software was saved in in a file that
allowed the student to edit and modify their reflective map at
any time. Whether electronic or handwritten, it could be seen
that creating mind maps allowed those students to graphically
break down their experience into elements and then identify the
links between these elements. Neither student attached any

written reflection to these maps.

Sucy wesstmme
Urgunimescnel -
wal gmner mccmry -

}»:;_Skils .

{ 8% rieec iz mest mzrecten

Drwng wetn —~f o8 }

— Friends r-‘
ey ~. Schod, sslegeun mates

Too many stenghts —. “—{rtave mmy —J

et encugh famiy ume ~. ~ =
(£ Weak Sides — e
Aszent-minces — - —

([ Strong Sides i s mesrums
— ¢ Curmg

Sirexzez

— Remng
/ i SR
T @ Lke) —
— rmmdy Sy cut
! Actnten
— Heog crgunimd

— iwaty ot dees

S W eReng kude pluy

Self Analysis

Figure 9.8: Mind Map (Student 7-A)
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Figure 9.9 Mind map (Student 1-MH)

Links

The data analysis suggested that hyperlinks were another form
of writing and supporting reflection. The Webfolio structure and
functionality allowed the students to add hyperlinks within their
written text to direct the readers to other documents in their e-

portfolio.

The students appreciated that these hyperlinks allowed them to
link their current reflection on the elective placement with their
previous reflections or any prior work in their e-portfolio. It
allowed them to direct the reader to other pieces of work where
they might be able to obtain additional information and gain
greater understanding of the context in which the current

situation was situated.

Students’ interviews:

These links [in the Webfolio], they will take you
back to the reflections I've done. You see, the way

to do these links is quite easy because it will link
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you back to everything you’ve done, especially
reflections. You don’t want to have everything just
on the box because it will look very boring, very,
very boring. If you have a link, you have to click
and go to that link to another page and view
something else, it’s quite a bit more intrigue. I
would use the word, very intrigued, in the sense
that the effort leads to the effort, do you know what

I mean?

(Student 9-A, follow up interviews)

The online observation revealed that the students created two
types of hyperlinks: the first type was links to (assets) in their
e-portfolios such as previous reflections or scanned documents
collected from placements. The second type was links to
external resources on the internet such as YouTube, the NHS,
and the Independent (i.e. news articles). After reading their
reflections and clicking on the hyperlinks the students had used,
it can be concluded that they used the hyperlinks for several
reasons. For example, sometimes they were used to create
greater engagement between the reader and the reflection by
directing them to click on the hyperlink for additional
information that could be found in other assets/document in
their e-portfolio. Others sometimes used it to link their
reflection to a previous reflection in order to show that they had
had a similar experience. In other cases, they used it to back
up their reflection with evidence by directing the reader to some
documents and materials they had collected on their placement.
Finally, some students used it, on occasion, to show where they
had gained knowledge about a particular topic or issue,
therefore they added hyperlinks to external resources on the
internet such as the Resuscitation Council UK or the NHS

website. The following are print screens that were taken from
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the students Webfolios to show the different types of hyperlinks
the students used (Figures 9.10, 9.11, 9.12, 9.13, 9.14)

| assisted a case conference where members of the multidisciplinary team were present. the main aim of

the meeting was to discuss and ensure that end of life patients care needs were met through a planned

Figure 9.10 hyperlinks (Student 7-A)

To respond to challenging situations and broaden my knowledge of culture and diversity issues that

nurses face in day to day practice.

During my time on the neonatal ward there were plenty of
opportunities for me to observe and deal in challenging

situations. | have chosen to focus on one particular situation

where a baby had been born premature with a condition
called, Edwards syndrome (a genetic condition). There is
more information on Edwards Syndrome on the National
Health Service (NHS) Choices (2012) website:

http://www.nhs.uk/conditions/edwards-
syndrome/Pages/Introduction.aspx

~onsscHospital does not have an Accident and Emergency department, though patients having acute
cardiac problems can be delivered by ambulance to the Chest Pain Unit. To make their services more
accessible the hospital has a 2D-navigation system next to the reception which is available in 12
languages and has options such as disabled access. The program can be downloaded from the website

or directly in the hospital as a smart phone application. |

3D-Navigation App Imag
-

3D-Navigation application for smart phones, reproduced with
permission from SIS | sign information systems gmbh,
Hamburg

| created and delivered a PowerPoint presentation to show how I achieved our group outcome.

Figure 9.12 hyperlinks (Student 6-A)
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A ey rison drug, violence and gang cultures become the norm and raise

constant issues for healthcare staff. Often the nurse is the nearest available person that the

prisoners can reach out to in times of emotional distress. | used & non-judgemental approach

this is important and somewhat challenging being in this environment. Nurses must be able to

remain professional and fair whilst offering support, immunisations and vaccinations,

emergency first aid and making referrals. Some of the services that | witnessed and worked

with are the Inteprated Drug and Alcohol Team (IDAT), mental health team and the

Assessment, Care in Custody and Teamwork (ACCT Plan). The mental health team assessed the

prisoners spiritual needs during discussions around their life and the purpose of life. There

were times when the prisoners needed quiet time to think about their life and what is the way

forward for them. The prison has a chapel on site where the prisoners can prey at certain times

of the day to maintain their spiritual health and wellbeing.

(Please click for reflection)

Figure 9.13 hyperlinks (Student 10-A)

Learning outcome 1 ; 5 : _ :
warm, adequate feeding and hydration, observing strange behaviours, which could be signs of crisis

Learning outcome 2 and keeping immunisation appointment (Sickle Cell Society, 2008; NUH, 2012; NICE, 2014). There is a

witness statement to support this outcome (pleaseclick here to see the witness statement).

Learning outcome 3

Figure 8.14 hyperlinks (Student 11-A)

9.4 Challenges and contradictions in the ‘Reflection’

activity

The analysis showed that there were four main challenges the
students experienced while carrying out the “reflection” activity.
The first was that audio recorded reflection felt unnatural to
them, the second was the difficulty of recording immediate
reflection on the go, the third was struggling with structured
reflection and the fourth was struggling with writing reflection.
These challenges were traced to their root causes through the
identification of the contradictions between the components
that caused them. This section is dedicated to describing these
challenges and the contradictions that led to them. Table 9.1

summarises all of these challenges and contradictions.
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9.4.1Subject related challenges

Audio recorded reflection was unnatural

As mentioned in the previous section, the e-portfolio allowed
the students to record their reflection in a variety of formats.
This encouraged the students to think about audio recording
their reflection instead of merely typing it. Initially, the idea
seemed very promising to them and they believed it would
generate notable advantages over the more traditional method
of written reflection. They believed audio recording reflection, if
used, would make the reflection faster and less time consuming
than if they typed it.

Students’ interviews:

Maybe it’s [recording reflection] faster. It's actually a
good idea because you talk faster than you write. Isn't
it? Then if I had to do some like written reflection
afterwards I could listen to the tape and then do. I
believe I will become a nurse and I will have to do a

reflection from time to time then it will save me time.
(Student 6-A, initial interviews)

I think that would be really good actually, because
1 did write a reflection on a particularly difficult shift
that I'd done, and I talked to my best friend about
it, and she read my reflection and she said, "But
when you just talked to me about it, it was a lot

more interesting.” So you could say a lot more.

(Student 1-MH, follow up interviews)

Despite the aforementioned advantages, none of the students
ever recorded their reflections in any audio format or uploaded
such reflections to their e-portfolio. This was evident both from
the online observations of their portfolios and from their

comments in the interviews. The analysis of the “reflection”
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activity system revealed that the lack of audio recorded
reflection was rooted in a contradiction within the subject
element, as shown in table 9.1. The first reason behind this
was that many of the students felt nervous being recorded, and
hence, could not speak openly. The student quoted below
reported that, when she tried to audio-record her reflection, she
found it unnatural. Knowing that she was being recorded made

her feel uncomfortable and unable to express herself freely.
Students’ interviews:

Yes, I've tried it [audio recording reflection]. I
think normally, though, if I'm thinking out loud, if
I'm talking to someone and reflecting, I can do that
really well, but then if someone records me, if I
know I'm being recorded, actually I'm a bit nervous
about this, then I find it a lot more difficult to speak
freely.

(Student 1-MH, follow up interviews)

The second reason that made them hesitant to audio record
their reflection was related to other people who might be
involved in the audio recording. Reflection on an experience
could take the form of a reflective discussion between the
students and their mentors. The student quoted below felt that
asking her mentor to record this discussion might make her feel
uncomfortable and consequently she might act differently to

usual.
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Table 9.1: Challenges and contradictions in the Reflection activity

reflection on the go

Tool

Subject Object

Rules

Community Division of labor

Challenges Area of contradiction / sub-triangle Explanation
Subject Audio recorded | Subject Their feeling of nervousness about
related reflection felt Tool being recorded prevented them from
challenges unnatural audio recording their reflection. They

felt uncomfortable and therefore unable

Subjec Object
to express themselves freely.
Rules Community Division of labor
Tool related Difficulty with | Subjects- Tool- Object This contradiction .occurrec_l because a
challenges . . . few students (subjects) did not have
recording immediate

access to their e-portfolio on their
mobile phones to record some reflection
(tool), due to system incompatibility
issues. The mobile version of the e-
portfolio appeared either to work
poorly, or to be incompatible with some
mobile phones.
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Rules related
challenges

Struggling

with

structured reflection

Subjects- Rules- Object

Tool

Subject Object

Rules Community Division of labor

This contradiction occurred when some
students (subject), who preferred a
freer reflection style, were asked to use
generic models or bespoke templates of
their choice (rule) to complete one of
the reflective writing assignments.

Division of
labor related
challenges

Struggling

writing reflection

with

Subjects- Division of labor- Object

Tool

Subject Object

Rules Community

Division of labor

Some of the students (subjects)
struggled with written reflection and
using the reflective templates in the e-
portfolio due to a lack of guidance from
their tutors (division of labour).
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Students’ interviews:

It kind of seems a bit stilted, actually. “"Shall we
repeat all of that?” It doesn’t quite have the same
effect. I'm not sure how other people would feel if
I said, "I'm just going to have a reflective discussion
with you and I'm going to record it and it’s going to
be part of my evidence.” I'm not sure how they
would feel about that. "Oh, she’s going to use me
as part of her evidence. I'm going to change what I
say”, or anything. Or would they not? Would they
be different? And I'd want them just to be able to

have a conversation and talk stuff through.

(Student 2-MH, follow up

interviews)

9.4.2Tool related challenges

The difficulty of recording immediate reflection on the go

The data analysis indicated that some students were frustrated
about being unable to immediately record their feelings and
thoughts in a particular situation in their e-portfolio. The
students thought that the e-portfolio, being web-based, would
allow them to immediately access their work and record their
reflection on the go, but, unfortunately, this was not always
possible. The activity system analysis showed that a
contradiction between the subject and the tool elements in the
activity led to this limitation. As illustrated in table 9.1, this
contradiction occurred when a few students (subjects) were not
able to access their e-portfolio on their mobile phones to record
some of their reflections (tool) due to system incompatibility
issues. The mobile version of the e-portfolio appeared not to
work well with or to be incompatible with some mobile phones.
For example, the student quoted below, who had an internet-
enabled mobile phone, tried to log in to her e-portfolio to record
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some reflection on the go but, unfortunately, the system did not
work well on her mobile phone. Instead, she used the notes
function on her phone, or Microsoft Word to record her
reflections, which turned out to be easier and more convenient

than the e-portfolio.
Students’ interviews:

But actually I've preferred to do mine [reflection] in
Microsoft Word or on a Notes application on my
phone, usually on the way back from placement, or
just talk to people about it, rather than using
PebblePad, because I find those other forms more
convenient, especially if I'm doing stuff on my
phone because I can’t really access PebblePad on
my phone. I can log in to it but it’s very fiddling and
tricky, whereas if I'm making a note on my phone I
can just start typing straight away and it’s very

quick.
(Student 1-MH, follow up interviews)

The fact that the e-portfolio did not work well on all mobile
phones made it challenging for some students to immediately
record their reflection whilst on placement. With the limited
availability of computers on placement, the students found it
easier to write notes on paper to take home, where they would

be able to write up a fuller reflection.

Students’ interviews:

I think when I go home, and I probably what I will
do, I am gonna probably get like a diary or like a
journal and then I will probably make notes at
break times if I don't forget. And then I will go home
and probably I will write it in full and then type it
on using a structure or something like that to type

it on pebblpepad.

(Student 4-MH, initial interviews)
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One of the students reported that even if the mobile version of
the e-portfolio had been compatible with and was working well
on their mobile, finding a free Wi Fi internet connection to
access their e-portfolio was not always possible. To avoid
forgetting their thoughts, this student also wrote down their

notes on paper and waited until they get home.

Students’ interviews:

I think I will probably use paper. It’s just easier to
scribble down your thoughts because you can do it
on a bus, you can do it on a train, you can do it
anywhere, whereas finding the internet and finding
access to get to do it, you have to wait to be at your
home and your immediate thoughts and reflections
might change. So, I probably will write them but
then type them up when I get home.

(Student 8-A, initial interviews)

9.4.3Rules related challenges

Struggling with structured reflection

Although the idea of being given prompts and having structured
reflection frameworks was valued by several students, it
seemed to be less appreciated by others. They found that being
given precise directions concerning what should be written and
how it should be presented tended to be too directive,
restricting their independent thinking about their own
experience and making their writing fragmented and less

coherent.

Students’ interviews:

I'd rather have freestyle because then you're just
completely writing about your own experience,

whereas if it’s too structured you won't always get
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everything down that you want to do, what you

want to say in your reflection.

(Student 12-A, follow up interviews)

I am not being used to being given prompts. I've
just been kind of used to having my own ideas and
going from there... I have like a really disjointed
writing style if I am asked to like answer a really
simple question that should normally be the easiest
thing in the world. So, I kind of feel a bit hold back
by that.

(Student 2-MH, initial interviews)

This struggle with structured reflection was found to be caused
by a contradiction between the subject and rules elements in
the activity of “reflection”. This contradiction occurred when
some students (subjects) who preferred a freer reflection style
were asked to use generic models or bespoke templates of their
choice (rules) to complete one of the reflective writing
assignments (please refer to table 9.1). They believed that
these structured templates limited their ability to write about
their experience in their own way. As mature students, they
wanted to be given the opportunity to devise their own style
and structure for recording their reflection and expressing their

feelings.

Students’ interviews:

I think you should just be able to reflect on how you
want on your own style because people write
differently, people feel and see things differently
and these headings that they’'ve given us " What,
so what and now what” is not really. It doesn't

guide you very well
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I just think, we’re university students, we don’t
need this, I think we should be able to just write
what we want to write a reflection. They could
maybe hint like give us like an actual structure on
how to write a reflection but be able to do it our

own way in a word document.

(Student 12-A, follow up

interviews)

9.4.4Division of labour related challenges

Struggling with written reflection

Some students, apart from anything else, seemed to still be
struggling with the concept of written reflection. They found
reflection to be more difficult and challenging than any other
form of academic writing, such as essays. This may indicate that

not all students are naturally reflective.

Students’ interviews:

Writing reflection is strange to me, it's different
from writing academically and everything but we
have to reflect. You'll be thinking it’s not academic,

you know? So I was struggling.

(Student 11-A, initial interviews)

Despite the availability of the various reflection templates in the
e-portfolio which they could use to help them with their
reflection, they still struggled to write. The fact that it was their
first time using the inbuilt reflection templates in the e-portfolio
meant they did not know how to use them well and they were
unsure as to whether they were adequate for producing a good
piece of reflection. As result, they struggled with using the

templates as well.
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Students’ interviews:

In the mandatory learning when it’s asking you to
reflect, is it good enough just to use the reflection
templates that are already on PebblePad or do you
have to use a model? Nothing is really given to you
that explained that. But, I presumed because it’s in
PebblePad you can use that with reflections. The
template is good but you don’t know if you are
using it correctly or if they wanted something a bit

more in-depth.

(Student 8-A, initial interviews)

The activity system analysis revealed that this struggle may
have resulted from a contradiction between the subject and
division of labour elements in the activity. As shown in table 9.1,
the students (subjects) were struggling with writing reflection
and using the reflective templates in the e-portfolio due to a
lack of guidance from their tutors (division of labour). On the
other hand, some tutors responded to this complaint by saying
that they had never been approached by any student asking
them about which reflection template or model to use. They
added that it was up to the students to choose which, if any, of
the inbuilt reflection models in the e-portfolio they used for

writing their reflection.
Tutors interviews:

I haven’t had anybody come to me and talk about that.
No, they haven't. And I think maybe they could use those
reflective models [on the e-portfolio] for their evidence
in practice, which might help them, so they might
actually do the evidence in PebblePad and print it off for
their mentor. So they might be using it that way, I don't
know. I couldn’t say, but if they have the framework

there they might use it. (Tutor 3, follow up interviews)
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Interestingly, one of the tutors responded to the same
complaint about students lacking guidance on the reflection
templates, by admitting that she had not been aware of the

availability of these templates in the e-portfolio.
Tutors interviews:

I didn’t know we had reflection templates so that’s news
to me. So they’ve got reflection templates in PebblePad
now, then? You know, what they [the school] should have
done, I think, is do a little session, open session, telling

people about that.

(Tutor 4, follow up interviews)

9.5 Summary

This chapter discussed the third learning activity for which the
e-portfolio was a mediator: “reflection on experience”. The e-
portfolio was found to have a supportive role in offering the
students a means to facilitate and scaffold the reflective
process. It promoted the process of retrospective reflection and
encouraged the students to look back at their work. Moreover,
it scaffolded the students’ capacity for reflection by providing
them with a range of reflective templates. Furthermore, it
allowed the students to use multimedia reflection. However,
four challenges were found to have affected the students’ use
of the e-portfolio as a tool for record reflections. These
challenges were: that they found audio recorded reflection
unnatural; the difficulty of recording immediate reflection on the
go; struggles with structured reflection, and struggles with the
concept of written reflection in general. The next chapter will

focus on the discussion of the key findings of the study.
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CHAPTER TEN

Activity 4: sharing work with others

10.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the fourth activity incorporated into the
e-portfolio, which was: “sharing work with others.” According to
the data analysis, sharing work with others was an optional
activity unless the students were required to share particular
pieces of work for assessment purposes. The activity involved
the students selecting various pieces of their own work to share
with other people, both from within and outside the university,

for a variety of purposes.

This chapter starts with a brief description of the components of
the “sharing” activity system. The following section discusses
how the e-portfolio mediated this activity. The final section
focuses on the challenges the students experienced while
carrying out the “sharing” activity and the contradictions that

led to these challenges.

10.2 The components of the "Sharing” activity

system

The activity of “sharing” was mapped onto the activity system
triangle. A graphical representation of this activity system is
shown in figure 10.1. The components of this activity system

are described below in detail
10.2.1 Subjects

The subjects of this activity were the same fourteen students
who were described in chapter 6 section (6.2.1). They used the
e-portfolio as a tool for submitting or sharing their pieces of

work with other users such as personal tutors and peers.
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10.2.2 Objects

Analysis of the students’ interviews suggested that the students
engaged in the sharing activity for a variety of reasons. These
reasons ranged from voluntary sharing of work without being
asked, in order to update tutors concerning progress and to
receive feedback, to mandatory sharing of work in order to
provide evidence of task completion. Each of these reasons is

explained below.

Updating the tutor with their progress

The students felt it was essential to keep their tutors
continuously updated with their own progress and
achievements as part of the course. They believed that one way
to communicate such updates was by sharing some of their
work with their personal tutors. They believed that by sharing
examples of their work, their tutors might get to know to know
them better and, consequently, could make sure that they were

on track in terms of their progression on the course.
Students’ interviews:

I think I like the fact that I can share things with
my tutors and kind of keep them updated... I sent
these [some of her work] to [tutor’s name] who is
my personal tutor so that she can see how I am
progressing as her personal student, so she can see
that from my progression... I hope that they’re
seeing them and just kind of making their own kind
of mental notes of just seeing how I am progressing
and getting on...So, I'll attach say my reflection, say
I will go out on a community visit, so do like my
reflection but then I'll also kind of additionally put
it into my PebblePad just to show it to my tutors,
just to keep them updated with how my evidence

collection from my placement is going as well.

(Student 3-MH, initial interviews)
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Tool
- Update the tutors concerning
their progress
Students who used the e-portfolio as a tool - - Elicit feedback from others
for sharing their work with others Su bJeCtS Objects
- Provide evidence
completion
Rules : s
Community Division of labour
Rules
- Sharing of the e-portfolio  was - Tutors
institutionally promoted - peers
- Sharing was optional except for the

mandatory learning

- Sharing course work with peers not
allowed

- Sharing of the elective placement
documents and Webfolio on the e-portfolio

E-portfolio

Pebble+ and Asset Store (personal space)

Share button -Publish button
Submit button - Information icons

ATLAS (shared space)

Transformation

Desired Outcomes

—

of  task
facilitators
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Figure 10.1: The “Sharing work with others “Activity

System

Improve communication between

the students and their tutors and

Students’ role:

- Share elective planning and risk assessment in the
e-portfolio

- Share the Webfolio for assessment in the e-portfolio

- Share evidence of completing the mandatory
learning tasks

Tutors and facilitators role:

- Provide constructive feedback on the shared items

- Verify the completion of the mandatory tasks in the
e-portfolio

- Review the students’ elective plans and
assessments in the e-portfolio
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Eliciting feedback from others

The students believed that having constructive feedback on
their work could help them in many ways, such as assisting
them with their development on the course, improving their
work and ensuring that they were progressing in the right
direction. They believed that they could invite feedback from
their tutors if they shared their work with them in the e-

portfolio.
Students’ interviews:

I know you’re meant to have feedback when you do stuff
and I think my personal tutor is meant to be looking at
my whole of my Pebblepad [e-portfolio] and looking at
what I am not doing and sort of seeing my progress... If
you shared something and then got feedback quickly that

would be great.

(Student 4-MH, initial interviews)

Sharing things is useful because you can get other
people’s opinion on it and what they think and what they
think might need to be changed and what they think is
good. I like having other people's opinion on stuff. It’s
quite like go and say '‘is this Okay?’ and then badger

people until they get me an answer.

(Student 2-MH, initial interviews)

I prefer it just everybody to see what you’re doing so
that you can kind of gauge if you’re going in the right
direction or not, because I could get to the end of the
year and been going a long like I am and I've done it

completely wrong.

(Student 8-A, initial interviews)
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Providing evidence of completion of the mandatory tasks

The students also shared their work with their tutors for the
purpose of providing evidence that they had completed the

online learning packages and other mandatory learning tasks.

Students’ interviews:

I think it’s just a quiz that I've done of one of the journals
and I've just scanned it and uploaded it on PebblePad to
show that I've done the work and that I've done some

study.
(Student 10-A, initial interviews)

Most of those [evidence] once I've uploaded I've shared
with my personal tutor as well, so that she can have a

look of what I have been doing or what I've done.

(Student 9-A, initial interviews)

10.2.3 Desired outcome

The expected outcome of the “Sharing” activity, as identified
by both the subjects and the community, was to improve
communication between the students and their tutors. The e-
portfolio was expected to help the students achieve this
outcome, by acting as a structured platform for facilitating

communication and inviting collaboration and feedback.

Curriculum planners’ interviews:

I think the added value is communication and it is a lot
easier to have structured communication between the

tutors and the students.

(Curriculum planner 4, follow up interviews)

Students’ interviews:

It’s kind of communication method and a framework

which is quite good.  (Student 3-MH, initial interviews )
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10.2.4 Tool

The e-portfolio system (PebblePad) offered some
functionalities that were specifically designed to allow the
students more control over the content of the e-portfolio and
over what could be shared with others. Moreover, the system
offered further functionalities to the teaching staff to allow
them to have access to any work shared with them by their
students and, therefore, to provide them with prompt
feedback. Please refer to figure 10.1 for examples of these

functionalities.
10.2.5 Community

The community involved in this activity included the tutors
with whom the students shared their work. They did this, in
order to provide an update on their progress within the
course, provide the tutors with evidence of their completion
of the mandatory learning tasks, and, finally, to request
feedback. The community also included their peers, with
whom the students shared their work in order to gauge their

opinions and request feedback.
10.2.6 Rules

The data analysis indicated that the activity of “reflection”
was governed by the following rules (please refer to section

6.2.6 in chapter 6 for more details about these rules):

- Sharing was optional, except for the mandatory
learning packages and other mandatory learning tasks.
- Adherence to -confidentiality guidelines when
sharing work with others. Any information that could
have revealed the identity of a specific placement or

individual had to be removed or masked.
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10.2.7 Division of labour

The data analysis revealed that in the “Sharing” activity, the
following were the roles and responsibilities of students and
tutors, respectively. Please refer to section 3.2.7.2 in chapter

6 for more details about these roles.

Students’ roles and responsibilities

- Submit the mandatory documents, such as the risk
assessment questionnaire, elective plan and Webfolio
to the institutional “assessment” space on the e-
portfolio.

Tutors’ roles and responsibilities

- Encourage the students to share their work and learning
with them.

- Monitor what the students had shared with them

- Provide the students with the necessary feedback on their

shared work.

10.3 The benefits of the e-portfolio as a mediator

for the “"Sharing” activity

The data analysis revealed that the web-based nature of the
e-portfolio possessed the potential to allow the students to
share their work with other people, both from inside and
outside the university. The data analysis revealed that the
main benefit of the e-portfolio, in terms of this activity, was
that it allowed the students to have control over sharing their
work with others. This benefit will be discussed below in

greater detail.
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10.3.1 Allow students control over sharing

This theme captures the role the e-portfolio played in
ensuring that the students had control over what they shared,
with whom, and for what purpose. The analysis of the
interview data and the content analysis of the students’ e-
portfolios revealed that the built-in features within the e-
portfolio allowed them to have control over the content to be
shared, decide upon the audience with whom they wanted to
share, and identify their audience’s level of involvement with
the shared work. For example, some might choose to allow
others to view only, while others might allow for collaboration

and/or comment. Below is a detailed analysis of this theme.

10.3.1.1 Control over the content to be shared

Several students in this study reported that the e-portfolio
offered them the opportunity to control which parts of their
story they exposed to others and which parts would remain
private in their Asset Store. Having such control provoked
them into thinking more carefully about their work and
allowed them the autonomy to decide which pieces of work
were ready to be shared with their tutors. The following
excerpts from the students’ interviews provide examples of

how such control was highly valued by the students.
Students’ interviews:

It’s a nice that I can choose what I submit and
don’t submit. So, it’s nice it kind of you’ve got a
control over what you wish to submit and what
you feel is most appropriate to submit, because
there are some things that I don’t submit
because it isn’t seem necessary to submit them
whereas other things I'll submit them because if

the tutor could just see these when they choose
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to, it would be quite helpful for their

understanding as tutors really.
(Student 3- MH, initial interviews)

I like that idea [having a private space] and
that’s what I was using it for. I've been keeping
notes and stuff and some reflections on the
private bit and then sharing some stuff with my
tutors. So I did like that aspect of it and if I need
to share anything I can share with my mentor

and tutor.

(Student 1-MH, initial interviews)

The tutors also appreciated that the students had their own
private space that no one could see without their permission.
Therefore, it was up to the students to decide, first of all,
whether or not to share and, secondly, to select the content
to be shared. For instance, the students might have had
some personal reflections containing sensitive information
about themselves or about others. In these cases, the
students had the right to keep these reflections private and
in order to protect their own privacy. Therefore, several tutors
stated that they valued the benefit that the private space on
the e-portfolio afforded the students in terms of allowing
them to take the charge of their own learning and be in

control over what to share with others.
Tutors’ interviews:

There is certain capacity to have stuff in portfolio that
you wouldn’t necessarily want to share with your
personal tutor or your peers and I think that’s perfectly
reasonable. I think some of these things are personal
reflection and such like and not everything needs to be

in the public domain, some of it is for them and may be

that when they go back and look at it or develop it they
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may then choose to share it in the public domain.
Portfolio is part of them and their development and that’s

not always something they want to share.
(Tutor 9, initial interviews)

I don’t have a problem between the personal and the
public divide, that’s fine. I'm not a control freak really. I
would go and get away from that point of view of having
to want to see everything. I think it’s the students right
to let me know what they want me to see and I will
comment on them otherwise how they gonna develop

and grow academically and personally.

(Tutor 6, initial interviews)

10.3.1.2 Decide upon the audience

Several students reported that the e-portfolio also allowed
them to define the audience who would be able to view their
work, as well as to set the level of involvement they wanted
this audience to have. For example, they could allow the
audience to read only, or they could allow them to comment
on and/or edit and collaborate with them. Moreover, other
features within the e-portfolio gave the students the choice
of sharing things privately with particular individuals or
submitting them to the workspace in ATLAS, where only
authorized individuals, such as their named tutors and

facilitators, could see them.

Students’ interviews:

When I have shared it’s sometimes by a name
and then sharing to workspaces. So for the
elective it was to the workspace. When we were
practising with PebblePad it was very much,
“let’s share with this person and this person”,

"let’s send messages”.

(Student 2-MH, follow up interviews)
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I think those were the ones I shared them, I
think actually went in by name and shared it with

that particular person.

(Student 13-A, initial interviews)

The e-portfolio did not place any restrictions on with whom
the students could share their work. Rather, its electronic
nature allowed them to share it with a wide variety of people.
For example, they were able to share individual pieces of their
work or aspects of their e-portfolio with an audience from the
university (such as tutors and other students) and an
audience from outside the university (such as potential
employers, family and partners). The following section will
describe how the e-portfolio was shared with these types of

people.
Sharing with tutors

The tutors appeared to be the main audience with whom the
students shared their work. The sharing features of the e-
portfolio enabled the students to use it as a communication
tool with their tutors. Sometimes, the busy schedule of both
the students and the tutors and the fact that students were
often on long placements made it difficult for them to arrange
face to face meetings. Therefore, many of the students
believed that one way to stay connected with their tutors was
by sharing some of their work with them, using the e-
portfolio. The reason for this, was that it would enable the
tutors to monitor how they were progressing on the course,
in terms of observing whether they were on track and
whether they had completed the required tasks and then

provide them, as necessary, with feedback for improvement.
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Students’ interviews:

I can see it as a valuable tool to be able to communicate
with my tutors and share my work with them. Just like
when they log on, they can see what I've been up to,
just to kind of assess if that I'm actually doing the work,
how I'm working as an individual learner and what I've
learned from the actual lectures and seminars... It'’s [e-
portfolio] also quite useful because I think especially
whilst you are on your placement you’re not really in
contact with your tutors, you might be out on placement
for like eight weeks and not seeing them. So, on
placement they can just kind of log on and see how I am
doing on placement. It's just kind of another way of
communication... I hope that they’re seeing them and
just kind of making their own kind of mental notes of just

seeing how I am progressing and getting on.
(Student3-MH, initial interviews)

It was nice and it’s a good form of communication as well
to get a feedback and comments from your personal

tutor.

(Student 11-A, initial interviews)

The students seemed to have taken the full advantage of this
opportunity and they used their e-portfolio to share some of
their work voluntarily. They shared anything they thought
worth sharing with their tutors. In addition, they used their
own judgment to select the pieces of work to share that best
represented their own ‘learning’ story. The following excerpts
from the students’ and tutors’ interviews show examples of
what work the students shared in the e-portfolio and why

they chose to share it.
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Students’ interviews:

You’re not asked to submit things to your tutors but I
like to do that anyway, because if I was like a tutor I
would want the students to just submit things to me
just kind of keep them in the loop really... We did like a
SWOT analysis which is like the strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities and threats towards my learning. So, I've
kind of just did that and I uploaded it to my personal
tutors as well as my course tutor could see what I've
identified as those different topics. Just that they can
see me as individual learner and how I am as an

individual learner and student.
(Student 3- MH, initial interviews)

I submitted my learning style, just not everything
anyway, just a few bit I want to submit anyway. I
submitted them because they are vital in the sense that
they are very vital to the aspect of nursing or related

to my particular clinical skill.

(Student 9-A, initial interviews)

Tutors’ interviews:

Sometimes from skills sessions, I got students shared,
for example, how they felt about, let’s say, their hygiene
session, so learning how to wash a patient, and it might
be that this person has never seen a naked person before
or they have no idea how to wash somebody lying in bed.
And I've had some students reflect on how that made
them feel, and what it felt like to have somebody else
brush their teeth, and wash their hands and feet, and

that type of thing

(Tutor 3, follow up interviews)
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Furthermore, the privacy element in the e-portfolio
encouraged the students to share non course related
materials with their tutors. For example, one of the students,
who is quoted below, shared one of her personal reflections
with her tutors. This reflection contained very personal and
sensitive information about her life, such as her personal and
career interests, and her medical history, which included
mental illness. She felt that it was essential that her tutor
should know her, not only as a student, but also as a person.
This personal reflection was kept private in her Asset Store
within the e-portfolio until she decided to share it individually,

and privately, with her tutor.

Students’ interviews:

I've shared things about my history and recovery
because I have actually had mental illness myself. So,
that’s quite important to me I've put that about my own
interest, my career, important people and places to me
and other things about me like I want to go into child
psychotherapy and do my mental health nursing, I am
allergic to a dairy, just a random fun thing, and also kind
of things I am interested in as a person so I love ballet
and I love art and I speak British sign language, just kind
of random stuff really. So, I just thought it is important

just for my tutor just to get to know me as a person

(Student 3-MH, initial interviews)

Apparently, this sharing feature was not only beneficial for
the students, but it also seemed to offer some benefits for
the tutors. The tutors appreciated that their students were
able to share their work with them online. They believed that
having access to this work in the e-portfolio provided them

with an invaluable opportunity to monitor their students’
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levels of engagement with the course and their progress

toward meeting the learning outcomes.

Tutors’ interviews:

I do like the fact that my students’ work is there and I
can see it and I can look at the work that they have
uploaded. And I can see that they've taken time to
may be scanning something, scanning their own notes
that they have made from a lecture or there is a piece
of reflection there. And I like that because it shows
that they’re engaging with the course and they’re
engaging with their own learning to become really a
good nurse, that excites me I think... it’s nice actually
to see that level of engagement. I think PebblePad
gives you that ability to see that.

(Tutor 3, initial interviews)

Moreover, some tutors recognised another important benefit,
which was their ability to provide the students with immediate
and individualised feedback on their shared work. This way,
the students did not have to wait until they physically met
with their tutors in order to receive their feedback. The web-
based nature of the e-portfolio allowed the tutors constant
access to what the students were sharing with them from
anywhere, hence, they were able to provide timely feedback,
as required. Similarly. The students had constant and

immediate access to this feedback using their e-portfolio.

Tutors’ interviews:

I think the electronic portfolio for me enables me to
give a fairly instant feedback to the students so they
don’t have to wait for the tutorial to be available to

them. So, they can see what I'll be saying about assets
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and about what they’re sharing with me and they can

see that fairly quickly.
(Tutor 1, initial interviews)

They [students] submitted a learning styles inventory
which was like a questionnaire that they’ve gone
through. So I looked at that separately without them.
I was able to access it on the computer and pull up
their results and what their answers were. And I would
give them some feedback about encouraging that they

are good at this and not so good at that.

(Tutor 4, initial interviews)

Moreover, the e-portfolio provided tutors with the opportunity
to verify whether the students had completed the mandatory
learning tasks that were required of them. Through this
system of monitoring, they were able to verify whether the
students had shared evidence of their completion of these

tasks with them, before the deadlines.
Tutors’ interviews:

I have monitored whether or not they have actually
done their online learning that they were supposed to
do, and whether they have ticked all the boxes on

there.

(Tutor 7, initial interviews)

Sharing with other students

The second audience group, with whom the students shared

their work through the e-portfolio, was their colleagues who

were participating on the same course. Some students

decided to take the full advantage of the ability to share their

work with anyone and, consequently shared some of their

work with other students. They believed that they would learn
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more by exchanging information and sharing their
experiences with each other. However, they were aware that
not everything could be shared with other students. For
instance, due to the potential for plagiarism, they could not

share any of the assignments they had to formally submit.

Students’ interviews:

I think it's very good to share your experiences
with people, so that can also instigate them as
well to learn from what you've had. I think it’s
quite amazing. I've shared some information, a
lot of information with my colleagues on the e-
portfolio. I'm a bit careful now not to send a lot
because I haven’t submitted my assignment, but
all my reflections. But most of them were just a
few reflections, show them reflections, what I've

seen, for them to be aware of.

(Student 9-A, follow up interviews)

It seems that the shareable nature of the Webfolio motivated
the students to consider ways to use their experience to
inspire other students. Some students thought it would be
good idea to share the Webfolio that they created about their
elective placement with the junior students who were still in
the process of preparing for this placement. They believed
that their Webfolios were rich enough to be used as an
educational tool to help the new students understand the
process of the elective placement and to see real examples of

other, completed placements.
Students’ interviews:

I'm thinking about maybe publishing it [Webfolio] or
using it as a learning practice for other students. I think
definitely, since I've spent time creating it, I think I

should spend time giving it away by sharing it with other
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people who will use it for their learning. I think I will

definitely do that, yes.
(Student 9-A, follow up interviews)

There’s a students’ project called SHEEP. It stands for
Students Helping Each Other on Elective Placements. So
it’s going to be at the elective fair. Because at the
moment there are so many different kinds of elective
opportunities but there isn’t really an organised thing for
us to learn from older students. Itll mean that if
someone wants to know more about it I can link them, I

can show them my Webfolio then.

(Student 1-MH, follow up interviews)

The e-portfolio also seemed to be a useful tool for enabling
the students to build their own online communities in which
they communicated, shared their work with each other, and
exchanged ideas and information. For example, one of the
tutors, who is quoted below, believed that she could use the
features in the e-portfolio to help her group of students to
communicate with each other and to share information and
experiences about their placement online. She set up a blog
for her students on the e-portfolio, and shared it with them,
to enable them to interact and share their own information
there. The students then took this a step further and shared
the blog with other groups who went on different placements.
As a result of this they started to exchange any information,
issues and concerns related to their placements in order to
become more knowledgeable about each other’s placements.
Interestingly, the tutor observed that her students did not
share the blog with all students, rather, they set their own
criteria for selecting who they wanted to share their

information with. The built-in features within the e-portfolio
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enabled them to selectively share with the students that they

believed deserved to receive such information.

Tutors’ interviews:

My second year group for Module 6, they wanted to share
some information together. I took pictures with my
tablet of their flipchart paper that they’d worked on in
class, to share with the rest of the group, and I basically
set up a blog where I added these pictures in so that the
students could have the information. Now, the students
have accessed it and looked at it, and I said "you can
upload whatever you want to as well”, they’ve shared it
with individual people that have asked them. For
example we had sub-groups within our group: one for
looking at cancer, one for looking at surgical, one for
looking at cardiac, one for looking at respiratory; so if
someone from respiratory wanted to look at the cancer
one, because maybe they’re going on a cancer ward or
they just wanted that information anyway, then they
would just talk to them in the class and say “can you
share that with me on PebblePad?”, and they’ve done
that. So that’s been quite nice but they’ve been very
selective of who they’ve shared with. They don’t want to
have their work shared with people who don’t even come
to the sessions, but they would share it with people who
they know have been off sick or they’ve had an
emergency with their children or whatever, they would

share that information.

(tutor 3, follow up interviews)

Share with potential employers

The fact that the Webfolio could be shared online with anyone
outside the university as a mini website encouraged several
students to think about sharing their Webfolios with their

potential employers when it came to applying for jobs. The
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students viewed the Webfolio as a professional tool that could
increase their employability and make them stand out. They
believed that sharing their Webfolio with an employer could
provide stronger impression than sending a CV because it
would show more substantial evidence of their
accomplishments, the skills they possessed and the

knowledge they had acquired.
Students’ interviews:

This [Webfolio] is like a work product or
something which shows your learning, and when
you, for example, apply for a job, you could show
it, because you could put it online. Well, not
really online, if you know the link you can show
it to someone. It will be online, like PebblePad,
you can always see it in a browser, yes. So you
can show your work to, for example, an
employer, and show your experience, and what

you did, and where you’ve gone, and so on.

(Student 6-A, follow up interviews)

The webfolio is more than a CV, because it will
enable them to see that you have this potential.
It’s like you sell yourself more, they see the
pictures, they see the video you’ve created, and
they see your learning outcomes, where are the
insight visits you’ve been. They can see, “Yes, he
has been to this one before. He knows what he’s

doing. Let’s give him this job.”

(Student 9-A, follow interviews)

It seems that the Webfolio had a great potential to satisfy the
requirements of employers and the expectations of the
nursing graduates. As one of the curriculum planners

indicated, it was likely that the Webfolios would appeal to
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many employers, as they would expect the graduate to show
evidence of how they were best suited for the position they

had applied for.

Curriculum planners’ interviews:

I think that’s [webfolio] going to put our students in
really good stead. They [employers] want to see a
presentation. They want to see what they’ve learnt
and what they are taking away from their training.
What is it, for them, to be a graduate? Why do we
employ you as a graduate rather than just as a...?
You know, why don’t we just get a staff nurse who'’s
had four years’ experience? What are you offering?
And I think that’s where PebblePad’s going to be of
great use because it just shows a reflective,

evidence-based practice. You can’t do that on paper.

(Curriculum planner 4, follow up interviews)

Sharing with family and partners

Interestingly, families and partners were among the
audiences with whom the students shared their work. Some
students shared/planned to share their Webfolios with their
family member and partners. This was because the students
viewed it as a presentation tool that showed their
achievements and accomplishments in a visually attractive
way. Its social networking feature allowed it to be shared as
web link through which they could easily share their Webfolios
with their family and partners in order to show them, and
celebrate with them, what they had achieved and learnt in
their elective placement and potentially obtain constructive
feedback.
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Students’ interviews:

I have shown it to my partner and I was dead excited.
I said, "Look at this, look at this, I've done that, this
is what I've done!” It's something different. It looks
really professional as well. And I will show it to my

mum if I'm ever over.

(Student 10-A, follow up interviews)

My partner will wind up seeing it. He'll be proofreading
it. He helps me with my assignments, so he reads
through them before I hand them in and suggests
stuff that I might want to change. So he’ll see it,
definitely. My family will probably be interested to

hear about the elective as well.

(Student 1-MH, follow up interviews)

Curriculum planners’ interviews:

I've had one or two students who've actually
shared their work on the web, some of the
webfolios have now gone on the web, mainly for
their families. They’ve said “oh, they want to have
a look” and they’ve said "oh, this is good; I've got
my own little website now”. I think that’s one of

the things that’s going to encourage them.

(Curriculum planner 4, follow up interviews)

10.4 Challenges and Contradictions in the
“Sharing” activity

The data analysis showed that there were three main

challenges which were encountered by the students and the

tutors while engaging in the activity of sharing. These

challenges were: inadequacy or lack of formative feedback,
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the complexity of sharing in the e-portfolio, and difficulty with
monitoring the students’ submissions. As in the previous
chapters, the root causes of these challenges were traced
through the identification of the contradictions in the activity
system that caused them. Both the challenges and the
contradictions are described below. Table 10.1 summarises

all these challenges and contradictions.

10.4.1 Division of labour-related challenges

Inadequacy or lack of formative feedback

The inadequacy or lack of feedback was the biggest challenge
that influenced the students’ motivation to share work with
their tutors and facilitators in the e-portfolio. Some students
complained about not receiving formative feedback on the e-
portfolio from their tutors and facilitators on the work they
had shared with them. It seems that there was a variation
among the tutors with regard to commenting on and giving
feedback to the students on their shared work. Apparently,
not all the tutors commented on their students’ work. In
general, the students completed the blended learning
activities and then submitted them to the workspace on
ATLAS for their tutors, both in order to seek feedback and to
demonstrate their completion of the tasks. However, as is
shown in the following excerpts, some students became
disappointed when they did not receive any feedback on their
work from their tutors. They felt that all their efforts and time

had been wasted, as they received no response.
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Table 10.1 Challenges and Contradictions in the “Sharing” activity

Challenges Area of contradiction / sub-triangle Explanation

IDil\)lision of Inadequacy or lack Subjects- Division of labour- Object This contradiction occurred when
abpour 00

related of the feedback A the students (subjects) shared

challenges

Subject Object

Rules Community Division of labor

some of their work on the e-portfolio
expecting to receive feedback from
their tutors, but the tutors did
provide feedback on everything they
had shared (division of labour).
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Tool related
challenges

The complexity of
sharing on the e-

portfolio system

Difficulty in
monitoring the
students’
shared/submitted
work

Subjects- Tool- Object

Tool

Subject

Object

Rules Community

Division of labor

Some students found the process of
sharing their work in the e-portfolio
was not straightforward. As a result
of this, the students (subjects)
became reluctant to share their
work in the e-portfolio. This
complexity was found to be caused
by the fact that, for some students,
(subjects) the multiple features and
functions available for sharing were
confusing (tool).

Some tutors (community) found it
difficult to monitor their students’
submissions because ATLAS (tool)
did not enable them to view and
organise the submissions in a way
that would make it easier for them
to locate and comment on these

submissions.
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Students’ interviews:

Obviously, you’ve completed the work for that blended
learning section, but that’s about it. I don’t know if anyone
can see it. I would assume people can see it but no one
ever gives us feedback to say "you haven’t completed this”.
So I'm not too sure, I don’t know if it’s just there for you to

put stuff on so you know where it is.

(Student 14-A, follow up interviews)

It’s [work] been submitted to the workspace for the tutor.
But no feedback, no, which again, if you don’t get any
feedback you think “Well, what’s the point of sharing stuff,
really, if you don't get any feedback?” And that’s happened
in the first year as well, we didn’t really get any feedback
from the tutors about it, or from the module leads. So I just
thought, “"Well, what’s the point in sharing stuff with the
tutors?” You might as well just do it in the class because

then you get the feedback straight away.

(Student 4-MH, follow up interviews)

It kind of got to the point last year when everybody was
like, "Why are we doing it? Nothing’s being looked at and
nothing’s being fed back to us if we’re doing it correctly.”
So we’ve gone into this year but you still dont get any
feedback. So you don’t really know if what you’re doing is
correct or if you actually need to do it and you're doing extra

work. It’s kind of, you’re going in blind, really, again.

(Student 8-A, follow up interviews)

Some students reported that the only feedback they had was
on their elective planning documents: elective plan (excerpt 1)
and risk assessment questionnaire (excerpt 2). Completing and
submitting these two documents was mandatory. The elective

facilitators had to review them and provide feedback as
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necessary and approve them before the students could go on
their chosen elective placements. These students noticed that
feedback was only provided when the work was mandatory and

the tutors or facilitators had to approve or mark it.

Excerpt (1)

Students’ interviews:

The only feedback I've had is some planning around the
elective placement but that was you had to submit that on
PebblePad. We got some feedback on it to help us prepare
for the webfolio. It was a mandatory thing to do for the
planning of the elective placement, and I think the
facilitators had to put some feedback on it to make sure

that we were on track to be able to produce our webfolio.

(Student 12-A, follow up interviews)

Excerpt (2)

That one was "Elective risk assessment”, this is one that
was shared, so they have to sign it off to let you go for your
placement, so my tutor has signed it off, "completed by
assessor” and “elective planning”. They’ve given me two
feedbacks from my tutor because it’s mandatory and they
have to do it, so they have to sign it off on PebblePad. But
I think, if it wasn’t @ mandatory thing for the tutors, I don't
think it would get done. I mean, I never got any feedback

last year.

(Student 8-A, follow up interviews)

The data from the online observation of the students’ e-portfolio
was in agreement with the students’ views about not receiving
feedback on voluntary submissions to the workspace in ATLAS.
It was evident that, for many students, there were no comments

left in the comment box on any of the work that they had
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voluntarily submitted. Only a few students received short
comments from their tutors on some of their work (see figure
10.2). On the other hand, the majority of the students received
comments on the mandatory tasks that they submitted to the
workspace, such as the risk assessment questionnaire and their
elective plan. These comments were often relatively detailed,
depending on the students’ progress (see figure 10.3). The
comments included suggestions to help the students complete
all the required sections in their elective plan and risk
assessment. Interestingly, the online observation revealed that
the students were submitting a variety of work to the workspace
in ATLAS and then they stopped after a while. It seemed that
the lack of feedback from their tutors or facilitators on the work
they were voluntarily sharing with them may have dicouraged

the students from sharing again.

Comments for infection control notes - blended *# # 1§

o% Pebble* —

infection control notes - blended learning This

Open file . % Reply
Please note: When opening a file results may vary depending on what device and browser you are .

have listened carefully to the
hope it provides you with useful
ractical skills session and your

Figure 10.2: Example of feedback given on voluntarily shared asset (Student
10-A e-portfolio)

Elective Planning

Elective Planning

Figure 10.3: Example of feedback given on the elective plan (Student 7-A e-
portfolio)
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The problem of a lack of, or inadequate feedback appears to
have originated from a contradiction between the subject and
division of labour elements in the “sharing” activity system. The
contradiction occurred when the students (subjects) shared
some of their work on the e-portfolio expecting to receive
feedback from their tutors, but the tutors did provide feedback

on everything they shared (division of labour).

In response to students’ complaints about the lack of feedback,
the tutors asserted that there was a difference between the
students’ expectations and the actual reality with regard to
receiving feedback on everything they shared. Below are the
reasons that were reported by the tutors that seem to have

contributed to this contradiction:
Feedback is not required on everything

While the students expected that everything they shared should
be looked at and commented on, their tutors argued that not
every piece of work or evidence required formative feedback. It
appears that the tutors had their own criteria for selecting which
pieces of work should receive feedback. They seemed only to
comment on the work that they believed would be enhanced by
their feedback, therefore assisting the students in moving
forward. An example of this work was the reflective writing the

students were producing.

Tutors’ interviews:

The other thing is that I look at the evidence of online
learning when they upload evidence. But the evidence is
largely a certificate that says "98.2%” or something, and
then I'm supposed to comment so I comment “aha, I see
you got 98.2%"”. It’s just transferring information around,

really, there isn’t anything more educationally deep.

(Tutor 2, follow up interviews)
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Feedback was received in facilitated group

Other tutors stated that it was not necessary to provide online
feedback on the blended learning tasks that the students shared
with them on the e-portfolio. They asserted that the students
had the opportunity to discuss these blended learning tasks in
their facilitated groups, and to ask for clarification and receive
feedback from their facilitators. Therefore, the tutors assumed
that the students were sharing these tasks with them on the e-
portfolio in order to show how much they were engaging with
the module content, rather than for the purpose of seeking
feedback.

Tutors’ interviews:

It's an expectation that part of the module is self-
directed, so they do the blended learning, they produce
a resource, but the next part is they come back to the
facilitated groups and they feed back. So that’s how we
engage with them with feedback on their learning, and
the assessment is actually an exam. So the work that
they’re putting onto PebblePad is really for their own
portfolio of evidence generally, to demonstrate that they
are engaging with the materials. Undoubtedly it will help
them pass the assessment and we’ve said that the
students that engage with the module content do much
better.

(Tutor 5, follow up interviews)

Priority for mandatory and assessed tasks

Another reason for the lack of feedback was that the mandatory
tasks appeared to have priority over the other work the students
had voluntarily shared in the e-portfolio, with regard to giving
feedback. Some tutors thought that their priority was to look at

and provide feedback on the mandatory learning tasks because
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it was part of the students’ assessment. On the other hand, the
other work the students were voluntarily sharing with them
seemed less urgent for the tutors because it could be viewed
and discussed later, during the intermediate tutorial meeting or

in their end of year meeting.
Tutors’ interviews:

You don't look at everything, it’s getting the general feel,
but you do look at the mandatory. So what you need to
do is this, this and this, so you check that, but other
things, it might be that you look at one... I think it’s there
and then you can look at it at the end of the year. I
suppose we could but in the bigger scheme of things
you're not going to be looking at it throughout, unless it’s

a summative assessment or a student asks.
(tutor 6, follow up interviews)

They‘ve uploaded the mandatory sessions, so that’s the
only thing I've looked at. But I don’t check it in between.
I will have a look when we have the yearly meeting, well,

six-monthly meetings, to fill in the appropriate forms.

(Tutor 8, follow up interviews)

The only task/work that all students received very detailed
feedback on was the Webfolio, however, the feedback was
summative. The students received this feedback after their
Webfolios had been marked by their facilitators at the end of
the year. The majority of this feedback was very detailed and
seemed to be structured around the criteria the facilitator used
for assessing the Webfolio (see figure 10.4). In conclusion,
nearly all students received feedback when the submitted work
on the e-portfolio was mandatory or it had been submitted for
summative assessment, but when the submitted work was not

mandatory and the students submitted it voluntarily for
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formative feedback, only a few students received comments

from their tutors.

Figure 10.4: Example of feedback given on the Webfolio (Student 14-
A e-portfolio)

Preference for face to face feedback

The preference for face to face feedback by some tutors was
another challenge for the students who were expecting to
receive online feedback on their shared work. For example, the
tutor quoted below reported that she would wait until she met
with her students in the tutorial meeting to discuss and review

the work they had shared in the e-portfolio.

Tutors’ interviews:

Sometimes you get an email saying "some assets have
been added” and you think, "Assets to what? What is it?
I don’t know.” And I think, "Oh, I won't look at that now
because I'll wait until I see them and then I'll look back
at what’s been added, and they’ll tell me what they’ve
added, and we’ll go through it together.” That tends to
be my approach.

(Tutor 4, follow up interviews)

336



Lack of time

A lack of time was identified by some tutors as another
challenge that influenced their ability to provide feedback on the
work that was shared with them in the e-portfolio. They
admitted that it was difficult for them to find sufficient time to

review and comment on the work that had been shared.
Tutors’ interviews:

We use the PebblePad to link with the blended learning,
so they do online activities on Moodle and, out of that, an
asset is produced. So if they do something like a
PowerPoint presentation, that can be linked then to their
PebblePad portfolio. But we don’t mark it or comment on
it particularly, just because we haven’t got time. In an
ideal world we would go and put comments on each
individual student’s contribution but that’s just too
difficult to do at the minute. (Tutor 5, follow

up interviews)

The number of students and the amount of sharing

The number of students involved and the number of things they
were sharing were identified by the tutors as another challenge.
Given the number of the students that each tutor was
responsible for, as well as the lack of selectivity shown by some
students in terms of sharing their work, the tutors felt it was
unrealistic for them to provide feedback on every single piece
of evidence on the e-portfolio. With their busy schedule and
multiple responsibilities, giving this amount of feedback felt

overwhelming and beyond their capacity.
Tutors’ interviews:

Ideally I would like to look at everybody’s work that they've
done in the blended learning, what they’d uploaded, but the

reality of doing that with the number of students we've got
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is quite challenging... If they’re doing activities each week
it’s just keeping on top of that and all your other teaching
as well. So if you had smaller groups, if you had, like, 10
students, it would be much more easy to look at what

they’re doing on their PebblePad and comment on that.

(Tutor 5, follow up interviews)

They share things aren’t required necessarily. I think they
are trying to look at ways for the evidence for their learning
outcomes but it’s not compulsory that they share them with
me at this point; they just have to upload them. But, they
do share them in terms of when they’re working through
things and looking at topics. I do make comments as I said
but I don’t think that they have to share the amount they
do. I have got one girl who has shared just about everything
she’s honestly ever written which is very intense but I want
to commend her really and say “well done, that’s brilliant”
and she’s great learner. But it just get a bit of overkill what

can I say in my comment section about this.

(Tutor 3, initial interview)

10.4.2 Tool-related challenges

The complexity of sharing work in the e-portfolio system

The other challenge that the students experienced while
carrying out the “sharing” activity” was the complexity of
sharing work with others using the e-portfolio system. Some
students found the process of sharing their work in the e-
portfolio was not straightforward. As a result of this, the
students became reluctant to share work in the e-portfolio. The
activity system analysis revealed that this challenge was found
to be caused by a contradiction between the subject and the
tool elements in the “Sharing” activity system. Some students

(subjects) were reluctant to use the e-portfolio to share their

338



work with their tutors due to being confused by the multiple
features and functions available for sharing (tool), as shown in
table 10.1. They did not understand what each function and
button could do in terms of sharing, or the difference between
the various buttons. This lack of understanding led to a lack of
confidence in terms of clicking the appropriate button for
sharing their work with others. They were afraid of making

mistakes, such as sharing their work with the wrong person.
Students’ interviews:

There’re so many things like the atlas and things, like “for
me”, "by me” buttons. I don’t think there’s a package to
just explain each thing in detail, so I think that’s what puts
people off using it. They don’t know enough and then if you
start uploading stuff, and then start pressing buttons, and
you lose stuff, then obviously that’s what people are worried
about, or when you’re sharing it with somebody you don’t
want to share it with. Obviously you’ve got the risk of losing
things or pressing on things that you don’t want to do. It’s
like getting a new phone for the first time, you're always
cautious because you don't want to press something that
you don’t want to touch...If there was a package to explain

everything I probably would use it more often.

(Student 14-A, follow up interviews)

Specifically, there was confusion between the three buttons in
the e-portfolio: “share”, “submit” and “publish”. The students
were unclear about what each button could do for them, that is,
whether they did something completely different in terms of
sharing, where their work would go and who would see their
work if they clicked on any of them. Therefore, when the
students were asked to copy and “submit” their modular
learning portfolio document to the workspace in ATLAS in the e-

portfolio, they were not sure whether their tutors would have
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access to it or whether they needed to “share” this document
individually with their tutors. Moreover, the students were
uncertain as to whether the copy of the modular portfolio they
submitted to the workspace was linked to the copy in their asset
store so that their tutors would automatically receive updates
every time they attached evidence to the learning outcomes in
the copy in their asset store or whether they needed to re-share

the whole document every time they attached evidence.
Students’ interviews:

I've attached things to my portfolio [modular portfolio], at
the beginning of the year we copy and submit it and that’s
on ATLAS. So, that’s on your public space and then there is
also a copy of it in your asset store which you attach things
to. So, I presumed that the tutors can see it. But, I don't
know if you have to share it or not because there is a button
in your asset store for sharing and I haven’t shared it
because I just presumed that because that was in the
ATLAS as well that must get updated the same time with

that one.

(Student 8- A, initial interviews)

The other thing that contributed to increasing the complexity of
sharing in the e-portfolio was related to how things worked in
ATLAS!. As mentioned in the “Tool” section, ATLAS could
contain multiple workspaces and the students were asked to
submit different work to different workspaces. It seemed that
having numerous workspaces in ATLAS confused some students
because they didn't know which work should go to which

workspace. One of the tutors noticed that some of her students

L ATLAS “is the institution space that contains workspaces set up by your tutors to
manage teaching activities and assessment”
http://www.pebblepad.co.uk/pp3help/helpfile.aspx?f=19&v=1&t=1&tq=3bf540bf-
f5a7-4714-a00e-bca93111676b&v3k=d2a5149c-1595-4e4e-a02a-494a9f52d7c5
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were sharing/submitting their work in the incorrect workspace.
As a result the tutor was not able to see what her students were
sharing with her because she was checking a different
workspace to the one that the students had, mistakenly,
submitted their work to. An example of a submission to the
incorrect workspace can be seen in figure 10.5. Student (1)
submitted her risk assessment questionnaire to the “modular
learning” workspace instead of submitting it to "1209 elective”
workspace. It is worth mentioning that this questionnaire had
not been reviewed by her facilitator and no comment had been
attached to it. Most probably, her facilitator was not aware that
she had submitted this questionnaire to this irrelevant

workspace.

Tutors’ interviews:

Now, they [students] are supposed to put some of their
module learning into PebblePad, I think, theoretically. But I
don’t know how many of them have because the trouble is
they have to then scan documents in and upload them as
assets, don’t they? And then they’ve got to share them with
me and we've had a few problems with the sharing of
assets. Some of the students had got confused and put
them in the wrong place, or not put them in and then I

haven’t been able to see them.

(Tutor 4, follow up interviews)

GNC BSc (Hons)/MNScl (Hons) 1209 Module Learning ~

Rezourcez || Management

Figure 10.5: example of submission to the incorrect workspace (student 1-
MH)
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Apparently, in order to be able to share work with others in the
e-portfolio, the students needed to have a reasonable level of
ICT skill and some confidence in using technology. However, it
seems that some students lacked confidence with using
technology. One of the tutors, as shown in in the excerpt below,
had a student who failed to submit her modular portfolio to the
workspace on the e-portfolio due to her lack of confidence with
the technology. Despite the support that she was given by her
tutor, she still needed to find a way to enhance her ICT

capability and increase her confidence.

Tutors’ interviews:

I've got one like I said who hasn’t uploaded her modular
outcomes to share it with me yet. And we’ve talked
previously because I had to kind of get her to do initially
her portfolio and put back and get it running and I said “"you
need to do this” and we had to talk through it. And I think
some of that it’s her anxiety of electronic learning really,
it’s about that and I'll pick that up with her, I will talk to her

about that to see what else we can do to support her.

(Tutor 1, initial interviews)

One of the curriculum planners reported that the students in
this course were assumed to be digital natives, more
technologically savvy and, therefore, comfortable with using
technology. Based on this assumption, the e-portfolio was
introduced to the students as a learning technology that had the
potential to transform their learning. However, that turned out
to be a false assumption given that not all the students were
alike in terms of their ICT skills. There were some students who
were not advanced technology users and they struggled to use

the e-portfolio to, for example, share their work with others. As
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a result, the curriculum planners found themselves facing a
dilemma of whether or not the e-portfolio should be a
mandatory requirement that they had to use for carrying out

activities such as sharing work with others.

Curriculum planners’ interviews:

I think to assume that, because the students are a young
group, that they are necessarily IT-savvy in every aspect, is
wrong. I still have students who do not go on Facebook, who
do not have technological smartphones, who simply have a
phone to make a phone call on. And where you have students
who choose that route, I am not convinced it’s for us to say
to them “the only way you can learn is by signing up to all of
this technology”, and I think that’s the biggest mistake we
made. We made the assumption that all students would do
it because we told them to, a bit like giving them a course
book, and actually they won’t. And we have two choices, we
either make it mandatory, in which case they will, to an
extent, but with bad grace, or we say "this is one of the ways
in which you can demonstrate your learning and there are

some others, and here they are, and we will work with you”.

(Curriculum planner 6, follow up interviews)

One of the tutors advocated that the use of e-portfolio should
be optional, not a mandatory requirement. She believed that
making it mandatory would “discriminate” against the students
with poor ICT skills or those who lacked confidence in using
technology. Therefore, she suggested that the decision should
be left to the students to decide whether to use the e-portfolio

to share their work with others or to use any other tool.

Tutors’ interviews:

I’'m not convinced that an e-portfolio is better or worse, I
think it’s an option and some students would probably very

much enjoy using it. But I just think when you start saying
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it’s got to be an e-portfolio you're discriminating against
students who probably aren’t as good at or are comfortable

with computers as other people are.

(Tutor 8, follow up interviews)

Difficulty in monitoring the students’ shared/submitted work

The data analysis indicated that several tutors expressed
concerns about their ability to monitor and manage the work
their students submitted to them in the workspace (ATLAS) in
the e-portfolio. The activity system analysis suggested that this
issue seemed to be caused by a contradiction between the
community and tool elements in the activity system. Some
tutors (community) found it difficult to monitor their students’
submissions because ATLAS (tool) did not enable them to view
and organise the submissions in a way that made it easier for
them to locate and comment on these submissions. Therefore,
they strongly advocated the choice of alternative organisational
layouts in the e-portfolio to or having the ability to re-arrange
these submissions in their own way. However, the functionality
of the e-portfolio did not appear to be flexible enough to do that.
There were no available options to view work differently in
ATLAS.

The tutors differed in the way they wanted to view the
submitted work. For example, the tutor quoted below
complained that he could only view his students’ submissions as
a long list, without any further organisation. She preferred to
see her students’ submissions organised according to their
academic year. She also wanted to have separate links for
directing the first and second year students to make their

submissions in different places.

I Tutors’ interviews:
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I suppose my biggest issue with PebblePad is, now that I've
got first years and second years and there seems to be no
organisation of them on that first bit. Every time
something’s added, it’s just added into the list but there’s
no organisation going, like, “these are all your first years’
stuff, these are all your second years’ stuff.” So that first
page isn’t organised to go "“these are the links that you need
for your first years, these are the links that you need for
your second years”, and I just think that would be useful if
that could be done.

(Tutor 1, follow up interviews)

Other tutors, as demonstrated in the excerpts below, wanted to
have the students’ submissions organised by the students’
names, whereby, when they clicked on a student’s name or
photo, a page would open up with all the submissions of that
particular student collected in one place. However, it was not
possible to do this with the current organisational layout of
ATLAS because the students’ submissions were scattered in
different workspaces. Accordingly, in order for the tutor to see
all the submissions of one student, they had to open multiple
pages and click on multiple links. That, in turn, made the tutors

question the efficiency and flexibility of the e-portfolio system.

Students’ interviews:

The organisation of the material is, you know, like you get
all the pre-course learning together, which we talked about,
and what I want is to click on a student and have all that
student’s everything, not have to click on this and click on
that and open this, and when you actually look at the

screens, much of the screen is actually just colour.

(Tutor 2, follow up interviews)
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Curriculum planners’ interviews:

PebblePad’s easy to complain about. It's not the easiest
system to work. A colleague of mine said to me, "I want to
be able to go on the screen, press my student’s face and up
comes everything. I don’t want to have to go through all of
this. I don’t want to log in here and log in there and do this
and do that. I want a series of pictures of all my students,
I want to tap on there, and I want all the evidence. Why
can I not have that in this day of technology? Why can’t
PebblePad provide that?” Well, why can’t it? Why do we
have to have a guide every time we need to do it? Because

the system isn't ready for us.

(Curriculum planner 6, follow up interviews)

One of the curriculum planners showed an understanding of why
the tutors were disappointed in the e-portfolio system. She
believed that it did not fulfil the tutors’ expectations. She
explained that it was not as simple and flexible as it should be,
considering the advancements of modern technology. She
argued that if looking at the students’ submissions in ATLAS
took tutors more than three mouse clicks, then the usability of
the e-portfolio was in question. She referred to the “three-click”
rule, as a means of highlighting the risk that the tutors might
become frustrated and possibly stop using the e-portfolio, if
they had to click on multiple links to find the information they

needed.
Curriculum planners’ interviews:

What we want from the system is kind of even further ahead,
really, in term of simplicity. And why? Because actually,
we’re an iPad generation, iPad generation is touchpad. We're
all of a touchpad generation to a certain extent, you stick

your fingers on a screen of something and the information
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you want should arrive. And that’s the generation that we've
very rapidly become used to, and PebblePad doesn’t give
that. PebblePad makes you jump through hoops, you have
to read instructions, and they’re not difficult but they’re more
difficult than they need to be. But every computer system is
the same in that respect: the easier you make it, the more
likely people are going to use it. If you get more than three
steps people will not use it. We know that, the evidence
suggests that more than three clicks, they’re not going to do
it.

(Curriculum planner 6, follow up interviews)

It, therefore, appears that the e-portfolio system was seen to
be inefficient as it affected the tutors’ productivity in managing

and monitoring the students’ submissions.
Curriculum planners’ interviews:

If you have to click, then sign in, then click something else,
and then do something else, and then you get into it, and
then you get out of it, and then it doesn’t work the way you
want it to... You know, I've got so many insurance certificates
to check on PebblePad for students going on electives, and I
can only check one certificate at once. That’s not helpful
because I have to log in to check the next certificate. So it’s
a clunky system. It takes time. If I've got three certificates
to check for one student, for different types of insurance, I
have to log in and out for everyone. If I've got 10 students
that’s 30 log in and outs just to do those insurances. It takes
forever. It takes forever. So why would I be happy doing it?

It’s a cup of coffee and a couple of hours, and I know that.

(Curriculum planner 6, follow up interviews)

10.5 Summary

This chapter discussed the sharing activity which was the fourth

and final activity that was mediated by the e-portfolio in this
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study. The e-portfolio was described by the students as a useful
space for sharing their own work with a wide variety of
audiences, for the purpose of inviting collaboration and
feedback. It allowed them to have the control over the content
to be shared and decide upon the audience with whom they
wanted to share their work, as well as the purpose of sharing
this work with them. However, inadequate formative feedback
and system limitations were the major challenges that affected

the students’ use of the e-portfolio to a sharing tool.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

DISCUSSION

11.1 Introduction

This chapter presents a discussion of the key findings of this
study in conjunction with the relevant literature from various
disciplines. This study aimed to address a number of gaps within

the literature (as discussed in chapter 3), by:

-Developing an in-depth understanding of the pedagogical
value of the e-portfolio as a learning tool for nursing

students.

- Exploring the contextual challenges that could affect the
role of the e-portfolio in mediating the students’ learning
activities through tracing the underlying contradictions that

generated these challenges.

In order to address these aims, an exploratory qualitative
approach was employed; whereby an instrumental case study
was used to collect the data through conducting initial and
follow up semi-structured interviews, online observation and
document analysis. Activity Theory was used as a
methodological and analytical framework to analyse the data

collected.
11.2 Discussion of the major findings

This section is divided into two main parts. The first part
discusses the key findings that address the first aim of the
study: the pedagogical value of an e-portfolio as a learning tool
for the students. The second part discusses the key findings that

address the second aim: the contextual challenges that could
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affect the role of the e-portfolio in mediating the students’

learning

11.2.1 Pedagogical value of the e-portfolio

Higher education institutions worldwide are embracing student-
centred learning as an effective and dynamic approach. The key
concept of this approach is to place learners at the centre of
their education by providing them with the tools that allow them
to become active participants in their learning endeavour
(Entwistle, 1997;Entwistle, 1998;Weimer, 2002;Biggs, 2011).
The findings of this study demonstrate the e-portfolio, with its
processes and affordances, appears to have played an
important role in shifting the locus of control from being
teacher-centric to learner-centric and enabled power to be
shared between students and teachers through: (1) fostering
communication and interaction with others, (2) supporting
formative assessment (assessment for learning), (3) scaffolding
the reflective process, and (4) allowing for multiple modes of

presentation and self-expression.

11.2.1.1 Fostering communication and interaction with

others

The findings of the current study show that many students
viewed the e-portfolio as a valuable communication tool that
have helped to reduce their feeling of isolation and
disconnection they have experienced during their long
placements as a result of being separated from their tutors and
peers by time and distance (section 10.3.1.2). This may be
because the shareable and ubiquitous connectivity nature of the
e-portfolio provided them with more opportunities to stay

connected and interact with their tutors and peers regardless
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the time and location. The fact that current e-portfolio systems
share more in common with social interaction and Web 2.0
technologies makes them more flexible and interactive
platforms that offer a high level of accessibility and connectivity
making communication less tied to particular locations or set
times and dates, in this age of information and communication
technology (Sorensen and Takle, 2005;Lee and McLoughlin,
2007;Jenkins et al., 2009). Having such flexibility and
connectivity enabled the students in the current study to
unlimitedly access their e-portfolio to communicate and share
their work with others from their mobile devices, for example,
smartphones, tablets, laptops, or any computer connected to
the internet, at any time whilst on campus, on placement, on
the bus or train, and/or from home. This ubiquitous access,
along with the inbuilt social networking tools within the e-
portfolio such as file sharing and publishing tools, blogs, tagging
functionality, and commenting spaces, allowed for easy,
instantaneous and ongoing online communication and
interaction with diverse audience such as their tutors, peers,
and even family members and friends, as similarly reported in
previous studies (Garrett and Jackson, 2006;Ruiz et al.,
2009;Bogossian and Kellett, 2010;Parker et al., 2012;Stewart,
2013;Tonni and Oliver, 2013). These communication and
sharing affordances appear to have created a participatory and
interactive culture that provided an opportunity for: (1)
enhancing students-tutors connectedness, and (2) facilitating
peer learning and support. Each of these is discussed in more

detail below.

11.2.1.1.1 Enhancing students-tutors connectedness

The students in the current study considered communication

with their tutors as essential element that contributed to their
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learning and progress (section 10.2.2). This may be because
they believed that maintaining a regular communication with
their tutors would support and enhance their learning, through
having the opportunity to regularly update and provide their
tutors with a better sense of their progress and any
circumstances that might have affected their learning, share
and discuss with them their evidence of achieving the desired
learning outcomes and ask them for formative feedback on the
work produced so far in order to improve it and be able to
change their practice accordingly. The significance of
communication and interaction with tutors is also echoed in
previous studies which suggest that effective communication
between students and their tutors can lead to more learning
opportunities that contribute to the development of students
(Driessen et al., 2005;Levett-Jones et al., 2009;Gans,
2009;Gablinkske, 2014). This fits well with Vygotsky’s (1989)
idea that social interaction plays a fundamental role in learning
and development as it "actually produces new, elaborate,
advanced psychological processes that are unavailable to the
organism working in isolation” (p.61). He argues that learning
does not occur in isolation, rather, it takes place on two levels:
“first, on the social level, and later, on the individual level; first,
between people (interpsychological) and then inside the child

[learner] (intrapsychological)” (Vygotsky, 1978, p.57).

The findings show that having a busy schedule and being away
on lengthy placements, made it difficult for the students in the
present study to meet and communicate with their tutors face
to face on a regular basis. Therefore, for many students, the e-
portfolio became the tool of choice to communicate with their
tutors because it offered them an easy, flexible and quicker way
to stay in a regular contact with, and receive ongoing support

from their tutors whilst on placement. They no longer had to
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find a suitable time and place to be able to meet with their tutors
to discuss their learning and show their progress. The e-
portfolio allowed them to easily and instantly share their work,
reflections, and evidence of learning with their tutors at any
time and from anywhere, from any device connected to the
internet, asking them for feedback and advice and showing
them their achievements, making sure they were on track and
heading in the right direction (section 10.3.1.2). These findings
are consistent with those reported in previous studies across a
range of professions showing that e-portfolios are useful and
flexible tools that facilitate information sharing and discussion
between students and their educators, fostering continuous
learning and development (Bashook et al., 2008;Murray and
Muir, 2011;Thanaraj, 2012;Slade et al., 2014;Hsieh et al.,
2015).

In addition to being valued for allowing communication to be
easier and quicker, the e-portfolio was also valued for placing
more control in the students’ hands with regard to selecting the
content and materials to be communicated and shared with
their tutors (section 10.3.1.1). Consistent with a previous study
by Peacock and Murray (2009), many students in the current
study valued the freedom, offered by the e-portfolio, to share
their work with their tutors whilst appreciating its privacy
settings that enabled them to choose what to share and to keep
private the work that was not yet ready to be shared, depending
on their needs and goals. It is possible, therefore, that this
combination of privacy and freedom to share in the e-portfolio
provided the students a sense of control and ownership over the
content of their e-portfolio. It has been asserted that
encouraging a sense of control and ownership of the content
and privacy of e-portfolios motivates students to take an active

role in their learning and allows them to create a representation
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of themselves and their learning journey (Barrett and
Wilkerson, 2004;Acosta and Liu, 2006;Shroff et al., 2013). This
assertion appears to be supported by some tutors in the current
study who believe that the "e-portfolio is a part of [the students]
and their development” (section 10.3.1.1), as such, they should
have the right to control and decide which part of their
development they want others, including their tutors, to see.
They also believed that being able to make such decisions will
help them to “develop and grow academically and personally”
(section 10.3.1.1).

With regard to the nature of information the students shared
with their tutors through the e-portfolio, interestingly, few
students shared not only their academic work but also personal
and sensitive information about themselves. It appears that the
private and confidential nature of the e-portfolio environment
encouraged these students to share personal information about
their interests, hobbies, personal and careers goals, and even
their mental health issues with their tutors. The e-portfolio
system at stake (PebblePad), like most of the current e-
portfolio systems, is a private system held on a secure server,
accessed only by users, and others can only access them if they
have been granted permission from users to do so (Sutherland,
2008;Welsh, 2012). Inquiring into the motivation or the reason
for which the students shared these personal information, it
appears that it was their genuine desire to connect with their
tutors on a deeper level and build a stronger personal
relationship with them through increasing their awareness of
any personal information they thought would have an impact on
their learning and progress. This was evident from the

significance they placed on the need for their tutors to "get to
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know [them] as a person” not only as a student and understand
their weaknesses and strengths in order to be able to support
them (section 10.3.1.2). This finding supports previous
research by Murray and Muir (2011) who investigated the
tutors’ practices of encouraging students learning through e-
portfolio. The tutors in their research reported that the personal
information that their students disclosed to them through their
e-portfolio allowed them to know more about these students
and deepened the relationship with them over time. This led
them to give a more focused and personalised support and
feedback in some cases. The findings from their study as well
as the current study indicate that e-portfolios may hold a great
potential for both tutors and students. For tutors, e-portfolios
may enable them to see their students as whole beings, not just
reduced to their academic performance and competencies,
hence, know best how to support them and help them maximize
their potential. For students, e-portfolios can be a useful
platform for shy and introverted students to share their personal
information and issues with their tutors as they may find it
difficult to do so during face to face interactions. A research on
introverted students by Maldonado et al. (2001) suggests that
online environment may act as a safe platform for them to share
their thoughts and any information about them and engage

more fully than they would in face to face situations.

The findings of the current study show that some tutors also
recognized the value of the e-portfolio as a communication tool.
Those who were comfortable using mobile devices and
technology in general considered the e-portfolio a convenient
and flexible tool to communicate and interact with their
students. For them, convenience was a priority, as one tutor put
it “Convenience is my one big thing”. Their need for convenience

was because of their busy schedule, and the academic and
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personal commitments that was usually interfering with giving
their full attention to support their students and provide them
with the necessary feedback. This is consistent with the findings
from a literature review that investigated the learning
experience of nursing students in clinical education which found
that the staff heavy workload compromised their
communication and interaction with their students which in turn
negatively impacted students’ learning (Kaphagawani and Useh,
2013). In the current study, it appears that the e-portfolio was
a partial solution to this problem for some tutors as it allowed
them to communicate with their students using their time
effectively. The web-based nature of the e-portfolio allowed
them to have a constant and immediate access to the students’
shared work from their own mobile devices no matter when or
where they were, for example, during their breaks at work or
while commuting on public transport. This provided them the
opportunity to stay connected with their students, respond to
their queries, constantly monitor their progress and
engagement with the course, appreciate their efforts and praise
their development, and provide instant feedback and support as
necessary, at a time and place that best suited their busy
schedule. These findings are consistent with those from a large
survey with 118 staff working at different Further Education
colleges in the UK (City and Guilds, 2015). The survey revealed
that 69% of the staff reported that the ability to access the e-
portfolio from anywhere and at any time allowed them to use it
in more places outside their work and at non-traditional times
of the day, to support their students without compromising their
other commitments (City and Guilds, 2015). In the current
study, it is possible that this flexible and convenient access to
the e-portfolio have enabled some tutors to maintain a regular

contact with their student particularly when they were away on
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placements and provide them with the necessary support

without having to "wait for the tutorial to be available to them’
to do that (section10.3.1.2).

Despite all the communication affordances of the e-portfolio, a
barrier that may have limited the students’ use of e-portfolio for
communication with their tutors whilst on placement was the
limited or lack of access to computers. The technology
infrastructure of some placement areas was not yet ready to
support the implementation and integration of e-portfolios in
practice. There was a limited number of computers and they
were mainly used for patient care and/or administrative
purposes by the clinical staff. This in turn limited their chances
to use these computers to access their e-portfolios especially in
busy days. These computers were also password protected,
thus, a permission to use any available computer was always
needed from the clinical staff. The same issue has been reported
in previous studies showing that students are usually competing
directly, and often unsuccessfully, with clinical staff over the
available computers on placement in order to access their e-
portfolio (Lawson et al., 2004;Bogossian et al., 2009;Bogossian
and Kellett, 2010). While the students’ use of their mobile
devices to access their e-portfolios on placement could have
solved this problem, having permission from nurses to use these
devices seemed to be a challenge in some placements, as
reported by some students in the current study. Similar to what
has been reported in earlier studies, some nurses may not
support or sometime display displeasure at the use of these
devices by students in placement (Berglund et al.,
2007;Bogossian and Kellett, 2010). This may be because they
believe that using these devices would distract students from
learning and providing patient care (Bogossian and Kellett,

2010) or they think it may look unprofessional to use these
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devices in front of patients (Berglund et al., 2007). Based on
the findings of the current study, it can be seen that the limited
number of computers combined with the staff negative attitude
toward the students’ use of mobile devices on placement limited
the students’ opportunity to access and use their e-portfolio to
immediately communicate, share their work and/or ask for

feedback and support from their tutors whilst on placement.

11.2.1.1.2 Facilitating peer learning and support

Several students in the current study perceived the e-portfolio
as a useful platform that provided them an opportunity to learn
from and support each other, particularly when they were away
on different placements and it was difficult for them to meet
each other. As social beings, students may “learn more when
they are able to talk to one another and be actively involved”
(Routman, 2005, p.207). According to several learning theories,
such as socio-constructivist, sociocultural learning, and
Connectivism, learning is not a solitary process and does not
occur in isolation, rather it is a dynamic, social activity that arises
through social interaction between two or more people with
different levels of skills and knowledge (Vygotsky, 1978;Lave
and Wenger, 1991;Wenger, 1998;Eisenhardt and Santos,
2002;Siemens, 2005). Similar to previous studies (Lin,
2008;Mather, 2011;Stewart, 2013;Wakimoto and Lewis,
2014;Khales, 2016), the findings of this study revealed that the
e-portfolio created and promoted a culture of interaction and
discussion among the students through its social interaction
features which enabled them to create and participate in
different online learning communities within the e-portfolio
(section 10.3.1.2). These communities were created by the
students of their own volition and/or with the help of few tutors

who seems to have computer skills and at the same time
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appreciate the importance of interaction among students
(section 10.3.1.2). These online communities, according to the
theory of Connectivism by Siemens (2003), facilitated

“interaction, sharing, dialoguing, and thinking together” (p.3).

The findings indicate that engaging in these communities
seemed educationally and personally fulfilling for many students
as noted by their positive attitude and comments regarding the
opportunities they had from creating or participating in these
communities. For example, many students were able to share
their knowledge and experiences and exchange ideas with each
other, read and comment on each other experiences, discuss
the challenges arose from their reflective practice and how they
addressed them, and engage in informal conversations about
any personal struggles they were facing. Being a member in
these communities was an opportunity for these students to tap
into the collective “wisdom of the crowds” which acknowledges
that communities can be more productive than any single
individual when invited to contribute and cooperatively share
their ideas and experiences (Surowiecki, 2004). Through
sharing and discussion within these communities, the students
had a chance to encounter and learn from the different
perspectives and insights that their peers may have brought to
these communities as a result of their diverse knowledge,
experiences, backgrounds, views, and attitudes. This seems to
be consistent with one of the major ideas of connectivism theory
which posits that “Learning and knowledge rests in diversity of
opinions” (Siemens, 2005, p.3). It is generally claimed that
working with such diversity of opinions encourages learners to
appreciate, compare different perspectives and ultimately leads

them to synthesize multiple perspectives and collaboratively
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construct new knowledge and understanding about an issue
(Alterio, 2004;Tomei, 2008;Moore and Teather, 2013). This
finding fits with Vygotsky (1978) popular concept of social
cognition and Wenger's (2001) ideas of community of practice
where a learning community is characterized as a space where
learners support one another as well as challenge each other
perspectives, leading to collaborative knowledge construction,
thus, students become contributors and not just the recipients
of knowledge (Tosh et al., 2006;Anderson, 2008). The
advantages of being exposed to different perspectives from
peers are also echoed in previous research (Pullman,
2002;Lawson et al., 2004;Coffey, 2005;Kimball, 2005;Lin,
2008;Mather, 2011;Stewart, 2013;Khales, 2016), which has
suggested that the dialogue and the exchange of opinions that
may follow sharing knowledge and experiences with peers in the
e-portfolio can result in additional learning that enhances
students’ ability to integrate knowledge and skills (Mather,
2011) and may stimulate them to think beyond a surface
exploration of thoughts and challenge their current practices
(Coffey, 2005;Stewart, 2013). Social interaction and
communication with others are advocated to mediate learning
as knowledge is not simply acquired or constructed individually,
rather it is co-constructed through communication and sharing
of knowledge and experiences with others (Saunders, 1992;
Leidner and Jarvenpaa, 1995;Tam, 2000).

The findings also show that some students declared a strong
desire to publish or share their elective placement Webfolio with
their junior peers who had not been on elective placement yet.
This was possibly because they considered the Webfolio they
developed about their experience in preparing and undertaking
their elective placement to be a rich educational resource,

considering all the materials and reflections they included as
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well as the time and effort they spent creating it (section
10.3.1.2). Itis for this reason, they believed that their Webfolios
deserved to be shared, whether individually with their junior
peers or published as a resource or exemplar for the next entire
cohorts, in order to inspire them and allow them to learn from
the different experiences they had and hopefully they would be
more prepared for their placement. They seem to consider this
as a form of peer mentoring but without a face to face
interaction. Support for this may be found in a case study by
Lin (2008) who explored the effectiveness of e-portfolios from
the preservice teachers’ perspectives. The students in that case
study reported that although they did not interact with the
former students in person, viewing their e-portfolio as a product
was still useful because it gave them ideas and inspired them to
improve their projects. In their study of the impact of formative
peer assessment on veterinary nursing students, Brereton and
Dunne (2016) maintain that seeing examples of peers’ work
may enable students to compare their experiences and self-
assess their work against others which in turn provides them an
opportunity to learn from the experience of their peers and

improve their own work as necessary.

11.2.1.2 Supporting formative assessment (assessment

for learning)

Over the past few decades, there has been a growing interest
within higher education in moving towards formative
assessment, the so called assessment for learning, which has
been identified as a key focus for reform of higher education
institutions in the 215t century (Higgins et al., 2002;Johannesen
and Habib, 2010;Boud and Dochy, 2010;Deane et al., 2015).

Formative assessment is believed to have a fundamental role to
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play in students’ learning and development because it enables
them to evaluate their performance, progress, learning needs,
knowledge gaps, and areas that need improvement (Yorke,
2003;Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick, 2006;Young and Lipczynski,
2007;Lewis et al., 2010). In an early study in which 250 articles
were reviewed, Black and Wiliam (1998) conclude that
formative assessment improves learning and achievement and
“innovations which include strengthening the practice of
formative assessment produce significant, and often substantial
learning gains” (p.2). In line with previous studies (Duque et
al., 2006;Pelliccione and Dixon, 2008;0k and Erdogan,
2010;Granberg, 2010;Hung, 2012;Struyven et al., 2014), the
findings of the present study seem to lend support to this
conclusion, suggesting that the e-portfolio can act as vehicle for
meaningful formative assessment through: (1) facilitating the
provision of formative feedback and (2) promoting self-
assessment, practices that encouraged the students to focus

not only on the product but also the process of their learning.

11.2.1.2.1 Facilitating the provision of formative feedback

Formative feedback is considered a key element of the
formative assessment process. It has a powerful capacity to
enhance students’ learning through signalling the gap between
their current and the desired level of understanding and
performance, which subsequently enable them to adjust their
own learning and reformulate their work, if necessary, to
improve its quality (Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick, 2006;Lizzio and
Wilson, 2008;Heritage, 2011;Ash and D'Auria, 2012;Narciss et
al., 2014).

Provision of formative feedback is in keeping with Vygotsky’s

(1978) concept of ‘zone of proximal development’ (ZPD) which
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is defined as the place where a learner can achieve the desired
level of understanding or accomplish a task with the appropriate
guidance and feedback from a mentor or with a more
experienced peer who can help them build on their current level
of understandings. Therefore, students are meant to learn from
formative feedback (Green et al., 2014). It is, therefore, comes
as no surprise that the students in the current study placed a
significant value on receiving formative feedback from their
tutors and appreciated its contribution to their learning and
development, similar to what has been reported in previous
research (Duque et al., 2006;Peacock et al., 2010;Peacock et
al., 2011;Parker et al., 2012;Deane et al., 2015). Receiving
feedback was perceived positively by the students in the current
study as an opportunity to, restructure their understandings;
identify where they may have gone wrong and learn from their
mistakes; obtain validation, encouragement and recognition
from their tutors on their efforts and achievements, evaluate
their own progress on the course and their level of attainment
of the expected learning outcomes, and build on their

achievement.

The findings of this study confirm previous the findings of
previous studies (Duque et al.,, 2006;Peacock et al.,
2010;Thanaraj, 2012;Boulton, 2014;Pakala and Bose, 2015),
demonstrating that the e-portfolio could play an important role
in facilitating the provision of formative feedback in ways that
may have not been possible through traditional learning
environments. It became abundantly clear from the findings of
this study that the ubiquitous access to the e-portfolio combined
with its communication capabilities offered a flexible means for
providing more immediate and personalized feedback to the
students. This finding corresponds to the general literature on

online learning environments suggesting that the flexibility,
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convenience, and openness of these environments have the
potential to change the nature of feedback (Smits et al.,
2008;Gray et al., 2010).

With regard to the timing of feedback, the fact that the e-
portfolio was advantaged by freedom from the constraints of
time and place had a positive implication on the timeliness of
soliciting and providing feedback. It seems to have provided an
opportunity, first, to the students to ask for feedback
contemporaneously to any activity or work they were
undertaking from wherever they were (section 10.3.1.1), and
second, to the tutors to respond and comment immediately to
such request (section 8.3.3.2 and 10.3.2.1). This finding
concurs with previous studies in which e-portfolios were
perceived as quick communication vehicles that allowing
feedback to be provided quicker than other methods such as
paper portfolios and face to face meetings (Murray et al.,
2006;Murray, 2006;Honey et al., 2010;Tonni and Oliver, 2013).
In the current study, immediate feedback was perceived, by
some students and tutors, to be particularly important for the
students’ learning and progress because if it can be quickly
acted upon by the students it would have the potential to quickly
diagnose and reduce any misconceptions or misunderstandings
they might have and help them to act immediately on their
weaknesses (section 10.3.1.2). However, it appears that
providing immediate feedback to the students was problematic
for many tutors due to the limited time they had because of
their busy schedule. They found it not always feasible to
respond promptly to the students’ queries or comment on their
shared work in the e-portfolio. Similarly, the advisors in two
medical schools in the study by Bashook et al. (2008) found it
difficult and unrealistic to respond to the students’ posts in the

e-portfolio in a timely way because of their heavy workload and
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that led them to view the e-portfolio as a time consuming and
inefficient way to communicate with their students as it added

to their workload.

With respect to the personalization of feedback, the findings
suggest that the e-portfolio facilitated the provision of a more
personalized and focused feedback to the students, as perceived
by some tutors. The e-portfolio offered the students the space
and the opportunity to make their learning and achievements
more visible and transparent through sharing their work,
evidence of learning and reflections with their tutor. This seem
likely to have provided the tutors some information and idea
about their students’ current understandings and progress
towards achieving the desired learning outcomes. Having such
information enabled them to formatively assess the students’
current performance against the desired learning outcomes and
offer them the support and feedback that was specifically
tailored to their actual and current needs (section 8.3.3.2). This
finding is consistent with a randomized controlled trial by
Spickard III et al. (2006) where third-year medical students
were randomized to a received feedback via the e-portfolio or
via the traditional methods (printing their work for their
teachers). The teachers in this trial reported that they were able
to give more detailed and personalized feedback using the e-
portfolio than the traditional method because the e-portfolio
gave them a more comprehensive picture of the students’
documentation, clinical encounters and performance. The
findings of this randomized trial as well as the current study
seem to suggest that the more open and transparent students
are in sharing their work, experiences and any issues affecting
their learning and progress, the more likely their tutors will be

able to give them a more personalized and detailed feedback.
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The current study has also shown that the tutors’ ability to
provide immediate and personalized feedback through the e-
portfolio was perceived to allow for a more responsive approach
to the students who may be struggling in the course for any
reason and in need for remediation (section 8.3.3.2). This is in
line with the findings from a previous study by Murray and Muir
(2011) who reported that the e-portfolio helped the tutors to
provide a personalized assistance and support particularly to the
students who suffered from dyslexia and those who struggled
because their first language was not English. Similarly, in the
current study, being able to constantly access the students’ e-
portfolio and look into their submissions was seen by some
tutors as a useful way to spot more quickly those who had issues
affecting their learning and progress, and offer them a
personalized support and feedback quickly enough to be useful
to them in overcoming these issues. This was especially
important for the students who were having difficulty meeting
the desired learning outcomes because they were struggling
with selecting the appropriate evidence or judging its relevance
and sufficiency to certain learning outcomes. This has resulted
in them becoming reluctant to attach and match the evidence
gathered to the corresponding learning outcomes in the e-
portfolio, as shown in section 8.4.1. If that happens, an e-
portfolio can become a merely a collection of items thrown
together with no connection between them, as reported in early
studies (Pitts et al., 1999;Zou, 2003). For some tutors in the
current study, the e-portfolio could offer a partial solution to this
issue by allowing them to immediately respond to the individual
needs of these students and initiate a dialogue with them asking
“what’s going on. Why there is only piece of evidence attached
to all seven learning outcomes here and what is it that you don’t

understand” (Tutor 3 in section 8.3.3.2). This dialogue may
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provide an opportunity to the students and their tutors to work
together to find ways to improve and solve this issue. Being
such responsive to students’ needs is believed to help students
become more engaged in their learning particularly those who
are shy or feel reluctant to approach or ask their tutors for help
(Coates, 2007;Yam, 2010).

However, the findings shows that issues such as the students’
perceived complexity of the e-portfolio system, their poor or
underdeveloped digital literacy and the tutors’ perceived
inefficiency of the e-portfolio system at stake negatively
impacted their perception of the usefulness of the e-portfolio as
a tool for formative feedback. The students’ confusion and lack
of understanding of the different features within the e-portfolio
made them perceive it as a complex and not a straightforward
system. This in turn made them reluctant to use it to share their
work or ask for feedback from their tutors. Previous studies
reported that e-portfolios can difficult to comprehend at first
and can be seen as a challenging experience due to technical
issues particularly in the early stages (Pincombe et al.,
2010;Vernazza et al., 2011;Cordier et al., 2015). Moreover, the
current study suggests that the poor digital literacy skills of
some students appears to have hampered their ability to use
the e-portfolio to share their work with their tutors and ask for
feedback and/or view comments on their work from their tutors.
Not all the students were digital savvy as expected. This finding
has been confirmed by Peacock et al. (2011) who concluded
that most students need guidance on how to use their e-
portfolio to support their learning. Apparently, this finding goes
against the assumption that all students are digital natives and
they know how to use all the e-learning tools and technologies
introduced by universities (Bennett et al., 2008;Selwyn, 2009).

This issue whether or not students are digital natives raised a
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question among the curriculum planners in the current study as
whether the use of e-portfolio should be a mandatory
requirement for all students. Some of them argue that making
it mandatory would discriminate against students who are not

comfortable using technology thus it should be optional.

Lastly, it was not a surprise that tutors’ perception of the
inefficiency of the e-portfolio system have negatively impacted
their ability to effectively use the e-portfolio to monitor their
students’ progress, manage their submissions and provide them
with formative feedback. The findings suggest that this
perceived inefficiency of the system was caused by two reasons.
Firstly, the rigid structure of the e-portfolio system made it
difficult for them to view and organize the students’ submissions
in a way that would make it easier for them locate and comment
on these submissions. Secondly, the unreasonably detailed
steps required to view students’ shared work and provide
feedback. The number of clicks the tutors had to make to find
what they needed (more than 3 clicks) resulted in them
perceiving the e-portfolio as cumbersome and inefficient tool
that hindered their productivity and ability to provide timely
feedback to their students. Difficulties when providing feedback
in the e-portfolio was also reported in previous studies (Murray,
2006). Oakley et al. (2014) in their study on the preservice
teachers’ use of an e-portfolio in their first year, found that lack
of lecturers’ confidence in their technical and pedagogical skills
to use the e-portfolio resulted in insufficient feedback given to
the students on their work. It is of important to students and
tutors to be able to find information quickly in the e-portfolio
and be able to be familiar with the different functions and
features within the system. A tool that is difficult to use can lead
to frustration and ultimately disengagement (Murray, 2006). In

general, guidance, support and training are required for tutors
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in order to help them grasp the functions and opportunities
available through e-portfolios to help their students (Peacock
and Murray, 2009).

11.2.1.2.2 Promoting Self-assessment

Self-assessment is another essential component of formative
assessment. If feedback is considered one side of the coin; self-
assessment is regarded as the other side of the coin in formative
assessment (Black and Wiliam, 2004;Stefani et al,,
2007;Peacock et al., 2009). Consistent with the findings of
previous studies (Pelliccione and Dixon, 2008;Lin, 2008;Parker
et al., 2012;Mobarhan et al., 2014), the results of the current
study suggest that an e-portfolio can be a useful mechanism to
engage students in the practice of self-assessment, via
encouraging self-reflection (sections 8.3.3.1 and 9.3.1). Several
authors have regarded reflection as an integral part of the
process of self-assessment (Buzzetto-More, 2010;Rolheiser and
Ross, 2000;Belgrad, 2013;Wolf and Dietz, 1998). Therefore, it
came as no surprise that the reflective nature of the e-portfolio
played an important role in engaging the students in a process
of self-assessment through prompting them to iteratively look
back and reflect on their collection of evidence and recorded
experiences (section 9.3.1). The process of looking back on
what they have created and experienced, also known as
“reflection on action” (Schoén, 1983), involved the students
stepping back and thinking in more details about: how each
piece of work contributed to their learning and development,
the meaning of their experiences, their progress towards the
achievement of these learning outcomes, what have been
learned and what yet to be learned in order to meet these
outcomes, any gaps in their knowledge and skills and areas

needed improvement. Engaging in this iterative reflection
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allowed the students to develop a better understanding of
themselves as learners, their weaknesses and strengths, and
their current knowledge and understandings, hence, refine their
work and make improvement accordingly (section 9.2.2.1). This
finding supports the assertion that "The role of iteration, not as
a repetitive mechanical task but as a deeply reflexive process,
is key to sparking insight and developing meaning...connecting
them with emerging insights, progressively leading to refined
focus and understandings” (Srivastava and Hopwood, 2009,
p.77). In general, these findings are consistent with those of
others, demonstrating that the reflective component of the e-
portfolio, where students are able to review, revise and reflect
on their work and experiences, enables for greater awareness
of personal growth, self-knowledge, and self-revelation (Brown,
2002;Pelliccione and Dixon, 2008;Roberts, 2009;Gerbic et al.,
2011;Thanaraj, 2012;McWhorter et al., 2013;0akley et al.,
2014). Based on the findings of these studies and the current
study, it can be argued that self-assessment can be a valuable
tool to foster reflective practice and professional development
as it allows students to develop a new awareness of themselves
not only as students but also as “emerging professionals”
capable of critically reflecting on their current performance,
obtaining an insight into their own strengths and weaknesses
and engaging in self-development (Zubizarreta, 2008;Van
Wesel and Prop, 2008;Kardos et al., 2009). As such, self-
assessment is regarded as an important skill and a defining
graduate attribute for career development and management
(Taras, 2001;McDonald and Boud, 2003;Levett-Jones,
2007;NMC, 2008;Al-Kadri et al., 2012). Costa and Kallick
(2003) assert that “If students graduate from our schools still
dependent upon others to tell them when they are adequate,

good, or excellent, then we have missed the whole point of what
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education is about” (p.3). It can be reasonable, therefore, to
assert that the capacity of the e-portfolio to promote self-
assessment through its reflective component makes it a useful
tool for self-discovery that promotes reflective practice rather
than a mere repository of materials. However, this cannot be
achieved if students do not understand the purpose of the e-
portfolio or fail to recognize its reflective capability, as reported

in a study on dentistry students by Vernazza et al. (2011).

The findings of the current study indicate that the structure and
features of the e-portfolio were perceived to play a role in
facilitating the process of self- assessment and promoting
reflective practice. McKinney (1998) asserts that reflective
practice allows learners "not only [to] step back from
experiences but also to form connective links to rethink past
experiences in the context of new ones and ideally to develop
ways of applying those insights to future endeavours" (p, 86).
The e-portfolio allowed the students in the current study to have
all their evidence and other products in one place, offering them
a comprehensive picture of their learning experience. This
seems to have enabled them to not only self-assess the
progress they have made over time but also constantly examine
and reflect on their own understanding of the connections
between their seemingly disparate learning experiences. As
explained in section 7.3.2, having all their work in one space
could be messy and this seems to have forced many students
to spatially organize their different pieces of them and represent
the relationships between them in a meaningful way for them.
This was clearly evident when many students used the tagging
and hyperlinking functionality in the e-portfolio to organize,
chunk, link and group their pieces of evidence together and/or
link them to the corresponding learning outcomes, clinical

competencies, units, and modules (section 7.3.2 and 8.3.4).
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Labissiere and Reynolds (2004) argues that the process of
hyperlinking materials forces students to link their new learning
to their prior knowledge and experience and facilitate the
development of metacognitive skills. The findings from the
online observation show that many students were linking a
single piece of evidence to different learning outcomes or other
areas and linking multiple pieces to a single learning outcome
or area. This can be attributed to their need to see the wider
picture of the curriculum and overcome the perceived
compartmentalization between the modules or between theory
and practice. For example, one of the students (section 8.3.4)
linked a piece of evidence collected from placement to a clinical
competency and a modular learning outcome, trying to link
theory to practice. This finding supports the finding of a pilot
study on pre-service music education students by Lind (2007)
who reported that the reflective aspect of the e-portfolio
encouraged the students to actively think about their
experience as both student and teachers, and create
connections between their coursework at the university and
practicum work as teachers in order to improve their teaching
practices. The process of making connections and creating links
between learning experiences through the e-portfolio was
perceived by many students to be “thought provoking” as it
invited a deeper engagement with their work and re-articulation
of the content in order to give coherence to their learning
experience and also increase their awareness and
understanding of the learning outcomes (section 7.3.2). This
shows that linking evidence to the learning outcomes in the e-
portfolio provided evidence of more than showing that the
students have achieved the learning outcomes, rather, it shows
that they are able to construct their own knowledge and shape

their own meaning. This fits well with the constructivist learning
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their which assumes that students are active participants in
their own learning and constantly trying to make meaning of
their learning experiences (Duffy and Jonassen, 2013;Wang,
2015).

11.2.1.3 Scaffolding the reflective process: structured

versus unstructured reflection

Despite the apparent benefits of reflection, which were
discussed in the previous section, the findings show that some
students, were still reluctant, and possibly anxious, to engage
in self-reflection. Similar findings were also reported by
previous studies (Snadden et al., 1996;Karlowicz, 2000;Kardos
et al., 2009). The existing literature places a great emphasis on
the importance of being a reflective learner who is able to
critically evaluate their own learning and identify areas where
further development is required, in order to support their own
personal and professional learning. In fact, the ability to reflect
has been increasingly regarded as an essential attribute and a
defining characteristic of professional competence (Duncan-Pitt
and Sutherland, 2006;Finlay, 2008;Mann et al., 2009;Bulman
and Schutz, 2013). The skill of being reflective, while vital, is
complex and can be difficult to acquire, as it does not come
naturally or effortlessly to everyone (Karlowicz, 2000;Duncan-
Pitt and Sutherland, 2006;Kardos et al., 2009). A study by
Roberts (2009) on architecture students concluded that not all
the students are predisposed toward being reflective, because
some are naturally more reflective than others, thus, they are
likely to vary in their abilities and attitudes toward reflection.
Therefore, it was not surprising that some of the students in the
current study did not feel confident about their ability to reflect

on their experiences and found it challenging when asked to
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complete a piece of reflective writing (section 9.3.2). This
seems to be attributed to their lack of experience and familiarity
with the concept of reflection as this was their first time to write
reflection. They also did not know what “being reflective” meant
or entailed, as for them, "“writing reflection [was] strange ...

different than writing academically” (section 9.4.4).

Nonetheless, previous studies suggest that reflection is a
learned skill and can be developed through appropriate
scaffolding (Driessen et al., 2005;Roberts, 2009;Honey et al.,
2010). Scaffolding students to develop the capacity to reflect
can take many forms, one of which can be using technology-
enhanced learning systems with which students can interact and
work at their pace (Puntambekar and Hubscher, 2002). In this
regard, the findings of the current study suggest that the e-
portfolio played an important role in scaffolding the students’
ability to reflect and guiding the process of reflection through
its inbuilt reflective templates. Similar to previous studies in
nursing and medical field (Pink et al., 2008;Peacock et al.,
2009;Roberts, 2009;Honey et al., 2010), several students,
particularly those who were struggling with writing reflection,
valued having a variety of structured reflective templates within
the e-portfolio system and seem to have benefitted from using
them. This may be because that these each template comprised
a set of prompt questions that prompted them to think about
their experiences and offered them a structure of what they
“have to reflect on” (section 9.3.2). Having such structure
seems to have made their attempts at reflection easier and
decreased their feeling of uncertainty of “"not know where to
start” (section 9.3.2). Moon (2006) points out that having a

framework of questions can help students to get started on
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reflective writing and eliminating their fear of facing a blank

page, unsure of what to write.

The findings also demonstrate that the use of these reflective
templates was believed to lead to deeper reflection than might
be possible in unstructured formats of reflection, as reported by
some students. This was attributed by some students to the
analytical nature of prompt questions in these templates which
they believed to have stimulated them to dig deeper into their
experience more than if they relied only on the random
questions that they would have thought of themselves. Jasper
et al. (2013) assert that the key to being a reflective learner is
to ask the appropriate questions that enable oneself to think
deeply and speculate critically about one’s experience. Many
students including those who were struggling and those who
wanted to improve their reflection believed that using these
templates helped them to avoid the pitfall of asking merely
descriptive questions such as "“What I have learned. What I have
done” (section 9.3.2). This finding is supported by previous
studies which suggest that students often need some form of
intervention such as hints and prompts to encourage a level of
reflection that goes beyond the basic level of description
(Samuels and Betts, 2007;Smith et al., 2007;Roberts, 2009).
On the contrary, in their study on first year specialist doctor
trainees, McNeill et al. (2010) found that the provision of
prompt questions did not always have the desired effect in
leading to a deeper level of reflection. The levels of reflection
scoring shows that many of the trainees did not progress
beyond the point of basic description of their experiences.
However, they reported that it was not clear whether factors
such as the limited time the trainees had in clinical setting
affected the amount and quality of their reflection. Although the

current study was not designed to provide an exhaustive
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investigation of the content of students’ reflection, some
improvement in the students’ reflective writing and their
capacity to reflect was noted by some tutors and students in the
second year. They attributed this improvement to their use of
the reflective templates in the e-portfolio for a considerable
amount of time during the first year, which they believed helped
them to build their reflective writing skills and encouraged them
to think more about the process of reflection (section 9.3.2). It
is possible that having such templates in the e-portfolio may
encourage students to view their e-portfolio as a useful tool for
building their capacity to reflect and reduce their resentment to

self-reflection.

It was interesting to note that some students, over time,
became gradually less reliant on the use of inbuilt templates in
the e-portfolio to reflect on their experiences. A possible
explanation for this may be that the students’ confidence in their
capacity to reflect has grown over time and the templates were
then viewed "“as a guide not as a be-all and end-all” (section
9.3.2). The degree to which they became less reliant on these
templates varied among the students. Some of them started to
adapt these templates through adding their own questions to
suit their own purposes and reflective capacity, whereas, others
who became more confident, created their own templates using
the “journal entry” tool in the e-portfolio or moved completely
from structured to unstructured reflection. The students’ ability
to gradually reduce their need for these templates as a scaffold
seems to correspond well with one of the key features of
scaffolding which is known as “fading” (Rogoff, 1990;Wang,
2014;Masters, 2013). It has been argued that a failure to
remove the scaffold means that the learner may fail to

internalise the processes which would help them to competently
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perform the task or develop the skill (McNeill et al., 2006;Pea,
2004;Davis, 2014).

Despite the aforementioned benefits of having these reflective
frameworks within the e-portfolio, they were not found to be
without their limitations. The findings suggest that using
structured reflective templates could negatively influence the
ability to reflect for those who prefer unstructured form of
reflection. This can be explained by the fact that they viewed
these templates as being too directive, therefore imposing a
restrictive structure on their thoughts which seems to limit their
self-expression. Instead, they preferred the free style or
unstructured form of reflection where they just could let the
words flow out without feeling they were answering questions.
It is most likely that the students who preferred the
unstructured form of reflection were not new to the concept of
self-reflection and had some experience in writing reflection
before coming to the university, for example, student (2-MH)
used to write reflection on her learning and achievement in the
form of letters to herself when she was doing her A levels
(section 9.2.2.1). So asking them to follow a particular structure
and respond to certain prompt questions within a particular
framework was a challenging as they believed this could break
their experience or story into incoherent fragments and affect

the authenticity of the reflective process.

Previous studies have reported similar findings, showing that
imposing a structured reflective framework or template may
have a negative impact on students’ reflective writing (Garrett
and Jackson, 2006;Ruiz et al., 2009;Roberts, 2009;McNeill et
al., 2010;Goodyear et al., 2013). These studies found that
forcing students to use a particular reflective template, model

or format to write their reflection may shift their focus from the
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real purpose of reflection, which is constructing meaning from
their experience. Instead, they may worry about fitting their
experience to the particular model of reflection, rather than
using it as a guide to creatively and authentically reflect on their
experience. As a result, the reflective output might be a
distorted, rather than a true version of their experience or the
reflection may turn into a box ticking exercise. However, the
current study seems to differ from the above mentioned studies
in the sense that students were not forced to use a particular
template, in most cases. The e-portfolio at stake included a
variety of templates that ranged from simple unstructured
templates to a more structured. They were only there as
scaffolding tools and their use was optional. Even if there was a
reflective assignment and the students were required to use a
reflection model to write their reflection, they were given the
opportunity to choose the template or the model that fit with
their own needs, reflective style and ability and the level of

scaffolding they needed.

11.2.1.4 Allowing for multiple modes of presentation

and self-expression

The current literature reveals that e-portfolios come with
promises of overcoming the limitation of their paper
counterparts by providing a technology that enables students to
present their work and construct their knowledge in a variety of
formats, instead of being limited to paper format only
(Avraamidou and Zembal-Saul, 2002;Barrett, 2005;Ferns and
Comfort, 2014). The findings of the current study lend support
to this notion suggesting that the electronic nature of the e-
portfolio put no limits on the format in which the students were
able to record, present and reflect on their work. It allowed

them to incorporate and present their work not only in textual
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data, but also in a multimedia format such as videos, audio files,
photos, hyperlinks, slide presentations, and mind maps (section
8.3.2 and 9.3.3). This seems to have allowed for multiple modes
of both presenting learning and expressing feelings and
thoughts. Former studies have reported similar findings
showing that the multimedia capabilities of e-portfolios were
appreciated because they opened up new possibilities for the
students to more creatively construct meaning from their
experience and to showcase their learning (Ruiz et al.,,
2009;Pincombe et al., 2010;Gomez et al., 2013;Tonni and
Oliver, 2013). It has been argued that the process of combining
different media together can provide higher-impact learning
experiences than simply putting words on paper (Barrett and
Carney, 2005;Reynolds and Rice, 2006;Cambridge, 2010;Silva
et al., 2015). The current study seems to support this argument
and add that using variety of media through the e-portfolio is

A\

thought to enhance the students’ "motivation and creativity in
reflecting on their learning and producing good assets” (section

9.3.3).

The findings show that the opportunity to present evidence of
learning and achievement in multiple modes, such as videos,
images, audios, and texts, through the e-portfolio seems to
have added elements of creativity and authenticity to the
presentation of learning experiences. This may be because,
according to many students, presenting evidence in multimedia
format can be “very engaging” and “will always enable people
to follow where you’re going because seeing is believing”
(section 8.3.2). This view was also shared by some tutors in the
current study who enjoyed reading and looking through the
elective placement Webfolios the students created using
multimedia. However, creating and presenting evidence in

different forms involved more than just making work visually
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appealing, rather, it required the students to synthesize and
integrate the information they gathered from different sources
and make connections across the different media they used in
order to make sense of their experiences and present a
comprehensive story of their learning and achievements
showing the multifaceted nature of their learning experiences.
Therefore, presenting learning in multiple modes can be an
overwhelming and time consuming process. It is for these
reasons as well as the lack of IT skills the majority of the
students in the study by Oradini and Saunders (2007) preferred
to present their evidence in a textual format with only a small
minority preferred to use multimedia. But for the students in
the current study, creating multimedia evidence despite difficult
and overwhelming, seemed to have added elements of
enjoyment and interest to the process of developing the e-
portfolio, and, in particular, the elective placement Webfolio.
This can be linked to the fact that the process of creating
multimedia in the e-portfolio allowed for multiple senses to be
activated simultaneously and, therefore, may have created a
more enjoyable learning environment for the students. It is for
this reason that the use of multimedia is regarded as an
effective strategy for keeping students actively engaged in and
intrinsically motivated to use their e-portfolio (Barrett, 2005).
Support for this finding may be found in a study by Driessen et
al. (2007), who claimed that the electronic presentation of the
e-portfolio and its multimedia nature encouraged students to
spend more time working on it, in comparison to its paper
counterparts. These findings indicate that enjoying the payoff
from creating multimedia evidence seems to outweigh the extra

time and effort required to develop an e-portfolio.

Similar to previous studies (Reynolds and Rice, 2006;Silva et

al., 2015), the findings of the current study suggest that several
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students valued the opportunity offered to them by the e-
portfolio to integrate multimedia elements such as pictures and
videos to support their written reflection, allowing them to
express themselves using multiple modes. One possible
explanation for this may be that pairing written narrative with
visual elements such as pictures appears to have enabled the
students to show more details about the context of the
experience or the situation upon which they were reflecting and
make it more realistic without the need to write more words as
they believed “a picture is worth a thousand words” (section
9.3.3). Another possible explanation may be that integrating
multimedia elements served as prompts for them to write their
reflection, as reported by the students, “just have something
visual so I can start turning that into text” (section 9.3.3). These
findings resonate with findings from other studies, mostly in the
field of teacher education, in which self-recorded digital videos
of students’ performances were used together with text to
support the students’ reflections (Leijen et al., 2009;Yaffe,
2010;Rich and Hannafin, 2009;Calandra et al., 2009). These
studies suggest that the added value of using self-recorded
videos for reflection is that they allow students to fully recall
their performance, creating a more realistic and authentic view
of their experience and allow them to develop a more detailed
representation of their learning and themselves as learners. In
another study, Calandra et al. (2009) compared the written
reflections of a group of students who used a combination of
video and text, to a group of students who used only text for
reflection. They found that the group who used videos with text
produced higher levels of reflection allowing them to deeply
address various aspects of their experience, than the other
group. They attributed this to the fact that the meaning the

students created from their experience was multimodal and
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thus multifaceted. On the contrary, there was no indication from
the students in the current study whether integrating these
multimedia elements has enhanced the quality of their
reflection. It may be possible that the student liked integrating
multimedia only because it made them write less than they
would do with textual only reflection or because some of them
were struggling with writing reflection. A previous case study by
(Holland and Purnell, 2012) reported that the use of multimedia
to record reflection did not produce favourable outcomes in
terms of deepening the students’ reflections (Holland and
Purnell, 2012). In this case study, 33 first year Information
System students were asked to produce two pieces of reflection:
a text only reflection and a multimedia reflection, in which
videos, audio, text and/or images could be combined using the
Moviemaker software. When the two reflections were compared,
the multimedia reflection was found to be more descriptive than
the written reflection. None of the students used videos or voice
recordings, as they did not want to waste time and effort in
learning how to use the Moviemaker software. Their multimedia
reflection only contained PowerPoint presentations, with some
clipart pictures and voice narration that had been read from a
pre-prepared script, rather than expressed unscripted and
spontaneously. Thus, the researchers concluded that the
technology did not enhance the students’ level of reflection,
rather, it may have constrained the reflective process. However,
the male students in their study claimed to have enjoyed
creating the multimedia reflection more than the written
reflection. The researchers argued that these students may
have liked the multimedia reflection more because of a lack of
confidence in their written skills. These findings shed the light

on the importance of providing guidance for students on how to
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use and combine different types of media to support and

enhance the quality if their reflection.

It has been argued that students differ in the ways they prefer
to present their knowledge and express what they know and
how they feel and that could be derived by their learning style
(Chambel and Guimaraes, 2005;Sheahan et al., 2015).
However, it is not clear from the present study whether the
students’ choice of a particular mode(s) of expression or
presentation of learning in the e-portfolio was derived by their
preferred learning styles or developed intelligences. But what
was clear from observing the students’” Webfolio was that the
majority of the students, with their different learning styles,
used pictures and videos to creatively reflect on their learning
and showcase their achievement of the learning outcomes
during their elective placements. The reason that they all used
multimedia in their Webfolios, whether or not it matched their
learning styles, could be the encouragement they received from
their facilitators with regard the needs to be creative in their
presentation of their evidence and reflection in their Webfolios,
using a variety of media (section 6.2.6.5). On this issue, a study
by Nielsen et al. (2015) argued that students should stop
labelling themselves with a particular learning style and should
not remain within the comfort zone of this style because they
may be missing the opportunity to learn in other ways. They
found that the implicit belief that every student has only one
particular learning style, and, therefore, encouraging them to
express themselves and show their learning through one
particular mode of expression in their e-portfolio, could inhibit
their reflective capacity and subsequently may inhibit their use
of the e-portfolio as reflection tool. Their argument was based
on Kolb (1984) and Honey and Mumford (2000) assertion that

learning styles are not fixed characteristics of students, rather
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they are shaped by experience and may change over time and
across different tasks and situations. Therefore, while it is
important for students to recognise their preferred learning
styles, and be able to flexibly switch between or mix different
styles if necessary, in order to be able to express themselves
and represent their knowledge in a variety of ways, and thus,
maximize their learning potential. It is, therefore, suggested
that there is no one mode of presentation or expression that is
ideal for all students, thus, allowing for multiple options is of
fundamental importance (Carlin-Menter and Shuell,
2003;Ralabate, 2011). Thus, it is reasonable to say that an e-
portfolio, with its multimodality nature, can be a useful tool to
encourage students to push the boundaries of their comfort
zones and to try out different styles of expressing themselves

and communicate their work to others, using a variety of media.

What is also of interest from the findings of this study is that
being able to use multimedia in the e-portfolio to showcase
learning and achievements seems to have encouraged some
students in the current study to consider their e-portfolio, or
part of their e-portfolio, as a professional tool that would have
the potential to increase their employability when applying for
jobs after graduation (section 10.3.1.2). The ability to integrate
photographs and videos and add hyperlinks to connect their
work in their elective placement Webfolio made the students
feel that they were building their own personal website which
they could share with prospective employers when applying for
jobs. Similar to previous studies (Kim, 2001;Lin, 2008), the
present study show that the visual presentation of the Webfolio
was considered, by the students, to be a more effective and

creative way to sell themselves and to show their employability
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skills to their prospective employers, in comparison with the
standard textual CV. This visual element means that employers
would be able not only to read but also to “"see the pictures...see
the video [they’'ve] created, and..see the Ilearning
outcomes...see the insight visits [they've] been” (section
10.3.1.2). Showing employers authentic examples of their work
and tangible evidence of what they have done and know,
through the e-portfolio, can make them stand out from the
crowd and put them in “"a really good stead”, a perception
shared by some students and tutors. These findings support the
existing literature suggesting that e-portfolios can serve as
personal branding tools that gives students an extra edge over
others and reassure employers of the students’ possession of
the desired knowledge, skills and other attributes applicants
(Stefani et al., 2007;Lowden et al., 2011;Pelet, 2013;Guder,
2013). It is equally important that employers are familiar with
e-portfolios and are willing to engage with them, however, in
nursing, the employers’ levels of engagement and satisfaction
with e-portfolios, are, as yet not fully clear (Gray, 2008). This
issue deserves further exploration, in order to investigate
several issues, such as the willingness of employers to receive
e-portfolios from nursing graduates as a part of the recruitment
process, their perceptions of the usefulness of the e-portfolio in
enabling them to differentiate between the candidates in an
effective and meaningful way, and any issues that may affect
their acceptance and engagement with the e-portfolio as a job

seeking tool.
11.2.2 Challenges and contradictions

Contradictions, according to Engestréom (2001), are “historically
accumulating structural tensions within and between activity

systems” (p. 137). These contradictions manifest themselves as

385



problems, conflicts and clashes, however, they can be source of
development (Kuutti, 1996). Engestrém (2001) identified four
types of contradictions: primary, secondary, tertiary and
quaternary. Primary contradictions which arise within the
components/nodes of the activity system: subject, object,
instruments, community, rules, and division of labor. Secondary
contradictions occur between the components of an activity
system. Tertiary and quaternary contradictions occur between
different activity systems. The findings of the current study
revealed that mainly secondary contradictions emerged
between the different elements of the context. Some of these
contradictions, especially those between the subjects (students)
or the community (tutors) and the tool (e-portfolio) seem to
have had a less or short term effect on the use of the e-portfolio
as they been resolved over time. Examples of these are those
caused by technical issues and unfamiliarity with the e-portfolio
system as discussed before in section 11.2.1.2. Yet, other
contradictions, particularly those between the subjects
(students) and division of labour/community (tutors) seem to
have had a detrimental effect on the role of the e-portfolio to
facilitate the students’ learning. First and foremost is the
contradiction between the students’ expectations and the tutors’
perception of how frequent feedback should be given. As will be
discussed below, this contradiction affected the students’

motivation to use of the e-portfolio.

11.2.2.1 Infrequent feedback: incompatibility of

expectations

The findings of this study show that while there was an
unanimous agreement on the significance of receiving formative

feedback for the students’ learning, a mismatch existed
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between the students’ expectations and the tutors’ perception
of how frequent this formative feedback should be having used
the e-portfolio. Some students perceived the feedback they
received from their tutors on their submitted work in the e-
portfolio to be less frequent and sometimes non-existent. This
may be because they expected that sharing their work through
the e-portfolio would increase their opportunity to receive more
frequent feedback from their tutors and that their progress on
placement would be continuously monitored. They believed that
their tutors "meant to be looking at it [the e-portfolio], and see
what [they’re] doing on there”, particularly when they were in
their first year (section 8.4.1). It is generally assumed that
when students make an investment in their learning, for
example, developing an e-portfolio, they expect a return on this
investment, for example, receiving a formative feedback that
can support their reflection and enable them to achieve their
desired learning outcomes (Herman and Kirkup, 2008;Sandars,
2009;Parker et al., 2012). This perceived inadequate or
infrequent feedback appears to have led to some unmet needs
and expectations on the part of the students. This seems to
have negatively impacted their motivation to use the e-portfolio
and led them to question its value as a feedback tool (section
10.4.1). Moreover, knowing that their work on the e-portfolio
was not being looked at or commented on made them feel
frustrated and disappointed, to the extent that they stopped
sharing more of their work with their tutors or attaching
evidence to the learning outcomes. These findings suggest that
using e-portfolios does not necessarily lead to increase the
frequency of receiving feedback from tutors as might be
expected by students, as reported by previous studies (Murray
et al., 2006;Vernazza et al., 2011;Parker et al., 2012;Belcher
et al., 2014).
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While the students expected that everything they shared in the
e-portfolio should be looked at and commented on, some tutors
expressed the view that the provision of frequent feedback
through the e-portfolio was not always necessary or could not
be given all the time on every piece of evidence the students
shared with them. This is echoed in previous studies (Bashook
et al., 2008;Laryea, 2013). Several factors were cited by the
tutors cited that influenced their ability to provide feedback as
frequent as expected by the students. First, the underlying
assumption that the students were adult learners, appears to
have lessened their opportunity to receive more frequent
feedback from their tutors as they desired. The expectations of
some tutors that the students were adult learners, thus should
be autonomous, self-motivated and should operate
independently, seems to have led them to believe that their role
was not to be “"checking on them [student] every five minutes”,
rather, they believed that feedback on work and progress would
be given during the pre-planned tutorials or interviews over the
year, for example, one of the tutors said "I don’t check it in
between. I will have a look when we have the yearly meeting,
well, six-monthly meeting” (section 10.4.1). However, it is
generally agreed that adult learners still need to receive
frequent feedback that they are en route to achieve their goals
and improve their performance, otherwise they may lose their
motivation (Knowles, 1984;Goode, 2011;Brunswick,
2012;Dearman et al., 2014). This meant that providing frequent
feedback through the e-portfolio was seen by some tutors as
not necessary. However, this view appears to be opposing the
views of the curriculum planners and other tutors who assert
that the tutors were expected to monitor what the students had
shared with them in the e-portfolio and help them to recognize

areas in which their work needed improvement (section
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6.2.7.2). This inconsistency between the tutors and curriculum
planners regarding the frequency of feedback may indicate
absence of clear rules and regulations or lack of the tutors’

awareness of any existing rules related to that matter.

Second, it became abundantly clear that feedback was given only
on the mandatory work. Some tutors were likely to provide timely
and detailed feedback only when the submitted work was
mandatory or had been submitted for summative assessment, but
when the work was submitted for formative assessment, only few
students received comments from their tutors. That was evident
from the online observation of the students’ e-portfolios and from
the tutors comments, for example, one tutor said “[I'm] not going
to look at it throughout, unless it’s summative assessment”,
another said "they've [students] uploaded the mandatory
sessions, so that’ the only thing I've looked it”. This resulted in the
students feeling that they were not receiving adequate feedback
to help them improve their work and ensure they were on the right
track. Using e-portfolios for summative feedback only may
demotivate the students as reported in a study by Wickersham
and Chambers (2006). The students in their study quickly became
frustrated after one semester of working with a portfolio as an
assessment tool, as they could not see any tangible benefits for
their learning. There are several possible explanations as to why
these tutors provided feedback only on mandatory work. One
explanation may be that the mandatory work such as risk
assessment questionnaire and elective plan was seen by the tutors
as more important than other work the students shared in the e-
portfolio because their completion was compulsory as they were
part of the students’ assessment. On the other hand, the non-
mandatory work the students shared voluntarily with them was
seen as less urgent for the tutors because it could be viewed and

discussed later in the facilitated group and tutorial sessions.

389



Therefore, a priority to provide feedback was given to the
submitted mandatory tasks. Another explanation may be the
difficulty for the tutors to find sufficient time to review and
comment on all the work that had been shared by the students,
given their busy schedule and multiple responsibilities. With the
number of the students that each tutor was responsible for, and
the lack of selectivity shown by some students in terms of sharing
everything with them, the tutor felt it was overwhelming and
beyond their capacity to provide feedback on every single piece of
evidence the students shared with them. Likewise, previous
studies, in various disciplines, suggest that time pressures and
heavy staff workloads are important factors that may divert tutors’
attention from effectively engaging with their students’ e-
portfolios and subsequently influence their ability to provide
frequent feedback (Currant et al., 2006;Duque et al.,,
2006;Procter and Whatley, 2011;Bashook et al., 2008;Laryea,
2013)

The students believed that it would have been useful if their
mentors on placement could use the e-portfolio and had access
to the evidence they had been gathering and linking to the
competencies. The mentors were not included in the current
study, because at the time of the study it was decided by the
school to not to introduce the e-portfolio to them, partly due to
logistical and institutional reasons. The students believed that if
the mentors had access to the e-portfolio, feedback and
communication may have been more frequent. As a result, the
tutors’ workload will be reduced. Having feedback from the
mentors may reduce the pressure on the tutors in terms of the

frequency of feedback.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

12.1 Introduction

This chapter is divided into three sections. The first section
focuses on the conclusions (key contributions to knowledge)
within the two overarching focus areas of the current study —
the pedagogical value of e-portfolios and the contextual
challenges that affect the role of e-portfolios in mediating the
students’ learning activities. The second section outlines the
recommendations of the findings. The final section outlines the
strengths and weaknesses of using Activity Theory as an

analytical framework and the limitations of the study.

12.2 Summary of conclusions (key contributions)

12.2.1 Conclusions related to the pedagogical value of e-
portfolios

Conclusion 1: e-portfolios provide opportunities for

students to connect with their tutors on both the

academic and personal level.

The current study provides a new insight that e-portfolios
provide students with a platform through which they can
connect with their tutors not only on the academic level but also
on the personal level. The e-portfolio was no longer a mere a
personal and private learning space, rather, it was also a social
space for the students to connect and communicate with
multiple audiences, including their tutors. Its private and
confidential nature allowed the student to have control over the
nature of information they could share with their tutors. This in
turn provided them an opportunity to share both academic

related work and personal information about themselves with
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their tutors. This was done to allow their tutors to see them as

a holistic being and also to deepen the relationship with them.

Conclusion 2: E-portfolios provide an opportunity for
students to learn from and support each other as

community of practice.

Students are social beings who need social connections to learn
and grow. The findings revealed that the e-portfolio offered an
interactive platform that allowed the students to create their
own personal network of connections and engage in different
learning communities, driven by their needs, interests and
motivation. The social interaction features of the e-portfolio
allowed the students to engage in dialogue and an iterative
exchange of experiences, ideas, thoughts, and perspectives as
well as giving and receiving feedback from one another within
these communities. Through dialogues and exposure to the
different perspectives and insights their peers may have
brought to these communities, students had an opportunity to
internalize and reach different interpretations of the same
knowledge. The e-portfolio itself as a product could be used as
tool for peer mentoring allowing senior students to share their
experiences and achievements with the new students by
publishing their e-portfolio, or part of it, with them. This culture
of sharing and interaction has the potential to contribute to the
evolution of students’ profiles from being a mere information

collector to an interactive knowledge creator.

Conclusion 3: E-portfolios can be a powerful tool for
providing immediate and personalized feedback to
students. However, their effectiveness can be impeded

by the tutors’ workload and their busy schedule.

The study has shown that students value and ask for feedback

for different reasons. They consider it an essential element of
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their learning and progress. They particularly value a timely,
personalized and detailed feedback with a focus on how to
improve their work. The ubiquitous nature of the e-portfolio
provided the tutors the opportunity to respond quickly to the
students’ requests for feedback. This immediate feedback was
particularly useful for the students who were struggling and
needed assistance but were reluctant to ask for help. The e-
portfolio allowed for more personal and private conversations
between the tutor and student to talk about this issues.
However, this usually difficult to achieve because of the heavy
workload it entails for the tutors and the tutors’ other
commitments which seem to be a given a priority. Some tutors
were able to overcome this problem through managing their
time effectively. They set times in their schedule, for example,
during breaks or while commuting on public transport, to access
the students’ e-portfolio on their mobile devices and view their

work and provide feedback accordingly.

Conclusion 4: e-portfolios provide students opportunities
to engage in reflective practice through promoting the

practice of self-assessment.

Both the reflective component and the structure (all work in one
place and hyperlinking and tagging functionality) of the e-
portfolio facilitated self-assessment practices through
encouraging the students to iteratively look backwards and
forwards on their experiences and actions in order to form
connections between their different learning experiences,
develop self-awareness, and monitor their progress and
development. This iterative process of reflection and making
connections enables students to gain fresh insights from their
experience, identify gaps in their learning and areas where they

needs development, and integrate theory into practice. This in
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turn has the potential to engage students in a process of
continuous learning and self-improvement, which is considered

to be a prerequisite for reflective practice.

Conclusion 5: e-portfolios with embedded reflection
prompts/templates can enhance the students’ capacity
to reflect, especially in the early stages of learning how

to reflect.

Several students, particularly those who were struggling with or
new to reflection, highly valued the structured reflective
templates embedded in the e-portfolio system. Having reflective
templates within the e-portfolio system were seen useful for
introducing, prompting and structuring the reflection process for
both those who were new to reflection and those who wanted
to enhance their reflective skills. Some improvement in the
students’ reflective writing was noted by the students and their
tutors after using these templates for a year. Their reliance on
these templates decreased over time as their capacity to reflect
has improved and they needed a more unstructured approach

to reflection.

Conclusion 6: The multimodal nature of e-portfolios
allows for more than just a Vvisually appealing
presentation of learning, rather, it encourages students
to develop a detailed representation of their learning

reflecting the multifaceted nature of their experiences.

The process of combining different media together to reflect on
or present their learning experience in a comprehensive way
required the students to consciously engage in a process of
collecting, analysing, synthesizing and integrating the
information they gathered from different sources using different
media during their academic and clinical experience. This

process required them to fully engage with this multimedia
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information to better understand and show the multifaceted

nature of their experience.

12.2.2 Contextual challenges that affected the use or
role of the e-portfolio

Conclusion 7: Imbalance between students’ expectations

for feedback and real capacity of tutors can negatively

impact the students’ motivation to use e-portfolios.

Some students expected that sharing their work through the e-
portfolio would increase their opportunity to receive more
frequent feedback. If they share a piece of work with their tutor
in the e-portfolio, they require a response. But, this was seen
to be beyond the tutors’ capacity because of their workload and
the large amount of work that some students shared with them.
The students, as a result, started to question the value of the
e-portfolio as a feedback tool and became less motivated to use

it for sharing more work with their tutors.

Conclusion 8: There is a tendency of some tutors to use
e-portfolios for summative rather than formative
feedback because of their busy schedule and academic

workload.

The findings has shown that some tutors were more likely to
provide feedback only on work that was submitted for
summative assessment in the e-portfolio due to their busy
schedule and academic workload. Providing formative feedback
on every single piece of work that was not going to be
summatively assessed was considered less urgent and
sometimes not necessary by some tutors. The fact that
summative feedback was given a priority over formative

feedback resulted in the e-portfolio to be used and seen as an

395



assessment tool rather than a learning tool. This led some
students to feel frustrated because they could not see the value
of the e-portfolio to enable them to receive adequate feedback

from their tutors to improve their performance.

12.3 Recommendation and implication

The findings of the current study have several

recommendations:

12.3.1 Recommendations for students

- The findings show that the tutors complained about the lack
of selectivity shown by some students in terms of sharing
everything with them in the e-portfolio to the extent that it
felt overwhelming. Students need to be advised that sharing
their work with others should be purposeful. They need to
think before they share and ask themselves why they are
sharing this particular piece of work and what do they want
their tutor to do with it.

- The findings also revealed that some students were struggling
with writing reflection. Students need to know that reflection
is a learnable skill and it takes time. Training and workshops
should be conducted to teach students how to reflect.
Examples of critical and well written reflections should be
given to give them an idea of what reflection entails. A variety
of reflective frameworks should be introduced to students and
help should be provided in selecting the appropriate
framework that suit their purpose. It is important that the
students are given the freedom to use reflective template or
models and they need to understand that these templates

and models are useful tools for encouraging and guiding their
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reflective activity and they are not ends in themselves (Finlay,
2008; Johns, 2013). Students should be introduced to and
encouraged to try out different models, with varying levels of
complexity. The key to helping the students to select a
framework that will help them to develop their reflective skills
is that they should first understand the differences between
these frameworks in terms of their focus, strengths, and

[imitations

The findings suggest that students do not develop in isolation,
rather, they learn from the experience of others through
participating in online learning communities. As members in
a learning community, students should know that they
become contributors not just recipients of knowledge and this
is an important part of their professional practice. In this
regard, e-portfolios can be used to create and support these
learning communities and incorporate collaborative learning
activities such as providing and receiving peer feedback, and
build a group webfolio to develop and present a particular

project and show collaboration.

Appropriate scaffolding, in the form of providing training and
feedback, is required to encourage students to take
advantage of the multimedia nature of the e-portfolio and try
out different, non-textual modes of expression and
presentation of their learning. Technical support should be
given to help students to develop an understanding of how to
use different types of media to record their reflection and
present their learning and be able to choose the medium or
the combination of media by which they can effectively and
creatively express themselves and demonstrate their

knowledge.
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- The findings show that most students were motivated by the
creative presentational functions of the e-portfolio to
publishing their e-portfolio and share it with prospective
students and employers. Students can benefit from guidance
and support on how to publish their e-portfolios both inside
and outside the academic environment and understanding

the ethical and legal issues associated with that.

12.3.2 Recommendations for tutors

- The findings demonstrate that the tutors’ workload and busy
schedule interfered with their ability to look at what the
students had shared with them and also impeded their ability
to provide frequent and immediate feedback to them
accordingly through the e-portfolio. This resulted in the
students became frustrated and less motivated to use the e-
portfolio. Two reasonable approaches can be applied to tackle
this issue. The first approach is for tutors to set aside blocks
of time in their schedule for viewing what their students had
shared with them in the e-portfolio on a regular basis,
monitoring their progress and providing them with feedback
accordingly. Tutors should keep this time free from meetings
or other commitments in the way they do for other teaching
activities. Moreover, it would be more useful if tutors
communicate these block of times to their students so that
the students know when their e-portfolio will be looked at and
feedback will be given. The second approach is to incorporate
peer feedback in the course where students can provide
feedback to one another through commenting on each other’s
work or performance. Peer feedback can be delivered in
person, for example, in groups or pairs, or online, such as in

their e-portfolio. This peer feedback should, overtime, reduce
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the amount of time tutors need to spend on providing

feedback to students.

- The findings suggest that the e-portfolio can be a rich source
of information about students both academically and
personally. It is very important, therefore, that tutors be able
to use and integrate this knowledge into their tutoring
activities to support students’ learning and identify any
obstacles or challenges they might be experiencing, for
example, learning difficulties and mental health issues, and

refer them accordingly to specialist services when needed.

- Guidance, support and training are required for tutors in order
to help them grasp the functions and opportunities available

through e-portfolios to help their students.

- The findings show that the lack of tutors’ familiarity of the
capability and different features of the e-portfolio system at
stake, made them unable to see its potential to support
students. A solution for this issue could be that encouraging
tutors to develop their own e-portfolio using the same
system. This way they will become more familiar with the

system and see what is capable of.

12.3.3 Recommendations for programs and universities

- The findings show that few students shared sensitive
information about their personal life and mental health
issues with their tutors through the e-portfolio. Sharing such
personal data has a legal implications that need to be
considered by the university and the e-portfolio system
provider. Appropriate compliance to data protection, privacy

and confidentiality must be ensured. In compliance with
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Data Protection Act 1998, both students and tutors should
be advised to avoid establishing, holding or processing any

personal data concerning other persons.

- The findings show that the students could not have access
to their e-portfolio whilst on placement due to the lack or
limited humber of computers, that they were mainly used
for patient care and/or administrative purposes by the
clinical staff. At the same time, the students were not always
allowed to use their mobile devices in many placement areas
either because of staff attitude or technical issues. It would
be useful if the university invest in some desktop computers
and allocate them to different placement areas for the

students to use and access their e-portfolio.

- The findings also demonstrate that the some students
experienced some difficulties when they used the e-
portfolio. As such, the programs leaders should not
assume that students are ‘digital natives’. Training,
workshops and drop in sessions should be conducted and

be part of the induction activities.

- The findings suggest that there should be clear written
rules and policies on the provision, frequency, and timing
of feedback and support that should be provided to

students through the e-portfolio.

- The findings show that the students put effort and time in
developing their placement Webfolio using multimedia.
Creativity in developing e-portfolio should be rewarded by

including it in the assessment criteria of the evaluation.
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12.3.4 Implications on professionalism and hidden curriculum

As previously mentioned in chapter 2, reflective practice plays
an important role in fostering the development of
professionalism in healthcare professions. Therefore, the
findings suggest that the e-portfolio, with its capacity to
promote self-assessment and reflective practice, can be a useful
tool to help students learn professionalism during their clinical
training. The implication of this finding is that students should
be first made aware and become familiar with the standards of
professional and personal behaviour and attitudes they are
expected to demonstrate from the very the beginning of their
course. A list of these expected behaviours can be placed in
their e-portfolio to which students can attach evidence of their
development throughout their study. Becoming aware of what
is expected will help them to recognize both appropriate and
inappropriate behaviours when they reflect on what they have
observed in the practitioners’ behaviours. They will also become
aware of the conflicting, often hidden, messages they may come
across during their placement. E-portfolios can provide a safe
opportunity for them to reflect on the different positive and
negative role models they see on placement, track hidden
curriculum, and assess their own progress on becoming a
professionals using expected professional behaviours as criteria

and devise action plan for improvement.

12.3.5 Recommendations for further research

The findings of the current study suggest further research on

the following key areas:

- Since many students in the current study valued the e-
portfolio for allowing immediate feedback, a qualitative

research could usefully explore to what extent and in what
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ways receiving immediate feedback is useful to students’

learning compared to delayed feedback.

An interesting question that deserves to be researched is
what are the types of knowledge and skills gained by students
through participating in online learning communities in the e-
portfolio and to what extent students apply/use these
knowledge and skills to further their own learning and

reflection.

Another research question that need be addressed is whether
the use of multimedia for self-expression and presentation of
learning lead to a deeper reflection. Another research can also
investigate the tutors’ perception and attitude towards the

students’ use of multimodal reflection.

Further research is also desirable on the willingness of
employers to receive e-portfolios from nursing graduates as
a part of the recruitment process. Investigate whether e-
portfolios are useful in differentiating between the candidates
in the most effective and meaningful way, from the
employers’ perspective. Explore the issues that are affecting
employers’ acceptance and engagement with e-portfolio as a

job seeking tool.

Further research could be useful to explore whether sharing
academic and non-academic work and information with tutors
will enhance communication and deepen the relationship

between students and their tutors.

Another longitudinal study with larger sample is required to
investigate in a great depth the contradictions emerged in the

four learning activities (recording, sharing, reflection, and
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evidencing) and the effect of these contradictions on the

attainment of the outcomes of each activity over time.

- The current study can be repeated but with final year
students across the three divisions of Nursing, Midwifery and
Physiotherapy to investigate their uses and perceptions of e-
portfolios given the fact that they are working toward

graduation and preparing for their career.

12.4 Strengths and limitations of using Activity
Theory

This study adds to the growing body of work through using
Activity Theory as a research framework in the areas of
educational technology in general and e-portfolios in particular.
The study demonstrates that Activity Theory provided a useful
methodological and analytical framework for understanding the
pedagogical value of e-portfolios and the challenges that
influenced its effective use. The structure of Activity Theory
framework allowed for understanding and analysing the
complex dynamics and structure of, and interactions within the
context in which the e-portfolio was embedded. Analysing the
context helped to uncover and understand the underlying
mechanisms and structures that shaped the role and
effectiveness of the e-portfolio as a mediating tool of the

students’ learning activities.

Moreover, the framework allowed for incorporating multiple
perspectives about the mediational role of e-portfolio in each
activity on both the individual level (students) and collective
level (tutors and curriculum planners). Thus, it allowed for a
holistic and rich understanding of the pedagogical value the e-

portfolio for students. It also enabled for identifying the
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contradictions that emerged within the activity systems and
influenced the mediational role of the e-portfolio in the four

learning activity identified in this study.

Furthermore, the Activity Theory framework offered a
systematic approach to the data collection and analysis, and
interpretation of findings. In addition, the seven components of
the framework (subjects, tool, object, outcome, community,
rules and division of labour) provided a clear boundary of the

case under investigation.

However, the use of Activity Theory as a theoretical framework
in this study was not without difficulties. One of the difficulties
was assigning the pertinent codes and categories to the
components of each of the four identified activity systems. It
was a daunting task as some of the codes did not initially seem
to fit any of the components of the activity system. However,
as the data analysis continued it became easier to assign these
codes to the appropriate component. Another difficulty was
analysing the interaction and relationship between the
components of each activity system. Sometimes it was
challenging to articulate the relationship between the
components as the complexity and volume of data was
overwhelming. Lastly, presenting these relationships in writing

in @ nonlinear way was a difficult and time consuming task.

12.5 Limitations of the study

Although the current study is longitudinal, uses multiple data
collection methods, involves different stakeholder, a number of

limitations are recognized:

- The composition of sample (students, tutors, and curriculum

planners) lacked diversity in relation to gender. The majority
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of participants were females. This is potentially because
females make the majority of the field of nursing.
Construction meaning from their experience with e-portfolio
could be shaped by their gender. Therefore, the conclusions
from this study should be carefully applied to other male
students who are not represented by the participants of the

current study.

Three students left the course five months after the initial
interviews. This reduced the number of the students who
participated in the follow up interviews. Consequently, it is
acknowledged that the study reflects the findings from a
slightly reduced number and cannot be generalized. However,
this aim of this study was transferability rather than
generalizability as discussed in section 5.3.7.3. It also hoped
that the findings of this study will contribute to the growing
literature on e-portfolios in nursing and other health sciences

in particular as well as the general education literature.

The analysis presented in the study is the researcher’s own
representation. Maintaining objectivity during the data
analysis and interpretation of data was quite challenging
because it was difficult to put aside the researcher’s opinions
and preconceptions of e-portfolios. To address this issue, the
participants’ data such excerpts and screen shots were
presented to show the transparency in reporting participants’
views to the reader. Moreover, reflexive account of the
researcher’s beliefs and preconceptions was kept throughout

the research process.

Observation data were limited for the activity of recording as
the researcher could not have access to the students’

personal space. The researcher only had access to the shared
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space. It is worth noting that this observation was based on
the reflections the students submitted to the workspace or
attached as evidence of learning to the learning outcomes in

the modular learning outcome document on the e-portfolio.
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Appendix A: initial and follow up interview guides

Initial interview guide for students

1. How did you feel about the e-portfolio when it was first introduced to

you?

Prompts

What was your first impression about the e-portfolio?
Why did you feel this way?
Do you still feel the same?

If yes, what changed your mind?

2. How have you used the e-portfolio so far? Give me examples

Prompts

What are the activities you have done in your e-portfolio so far?

What kind of tools and options have you used?

3. When you work in your e-portfolio:

What is easy?

What is hard? Why? How do you manage these difficulties?

4. How useful have you found the e-portfolio for your learning so far? Give

me examples

5. What do you like/enjoy most about the e-portfolio? Why?

6. What do you like least (dislike) about the e-portfolio? Why?

7. What things motivate you to work on the e-portfolio?

It is like social network/ fun
Personal space and privacy

The need to be self-directed learner
I need to increase self-awareness

Improve technological skills
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8. How does your tutor work with you in your e-portfolio? Give me

examples

Prompts

- What kind of support you have received from your tutor? Can you think of
examples

- How does your tutor follow your progress in the e-portfolio? Example

- Do you think that the e-portfolio facilitate or hinder the communication with

your tutor? Why and how/ give examples

9. How do you find the support and resources available to help you learn

to use e-portfolios at this stage?

Prompts

- Are they enough? Are you satisfied?
- What support/resources have helped you the most?

- What else do you need? Do you have suggestions?

10. What kinds of assets you created in your e-portfolio? Give examples.

Prompts

- Course related assets (give examples)
- Work related assets (give examples)
- Personal assets (give example)

- Format (documents-audios-videos)

Please select one of your assets and tell me the story of creating it and
put it in your modular e-portfolio
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When did you create this
asset (before action- in
action- after action?

Where do you put/keep
the asset in personal
space only or in the
public space also? Why?

Why did you create this asset?

- Who helped you to create this asset? How
he/she helped?
- Who can see your asset? Why those persons?
- Who can comment/ give you feedback on it on
your e-portfolio?

Story of an asset

Please tell the story
behind this asset

How did you create this asset?
Describe the steps you went
through to include this asset in
the e-portfolio?

How the e-portfolio did
helped/hindered you to create
this asset? what are the tools

used?

What did you do with this asset?

What did you write as a narrative

What are the main challenges did
you find when creating this asset?

that attached to this asset?




Follow up interview guide for students

General questions

- How have you used PebblePad this year?
o Examples of the activities

o Tools and features used
o What did it allow you to do?
o What did it restrict you from doing?

o Used on placement?

- Has your use of Pebblepad been different than last year?
If yes,

- How?
- What caused this change?

- How did this change affect your use of pebblepad?

- How useful have you found it?
- Likes and dislikes

- Easy and difficult

- What were the challenges/ problems

Sharing with tutor

- How do you share your work with your tutor in this course?
o Motivated

o Tools for sharing?

- Have you used PebblePad for sharing your work with your tutor this
year?

- If yes, Can you describe in what ways have you used it for sharing?
Has it been very different than last year? what caused this change

o Modular portfolio, Submitted evidence to the workspace
o Personal academic record, Sharing elective materials on the webfolio
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- In what ways do you think Pebblpad has helped you to share your
work with your tutor?

o Like and dislike? Why?

o Easy/difficult to share? Why?

o Worked well and not work well? Why? Manage?

o Features and tools?

o PebblePad compared to other tools?

o Examples of how PebblePad helped you to share work?

o Achieved desired outcomes?

o Different than last year? If yes, what caused this change?

o What else would you like PebblePad to have done in terms of sharing?

o Reuse PebblePad for sharing next year?

- What do you think restricted your use of pebblepad to share your
work with your tutor? How did you overcome (get around) these
restrictions?

Sharing with colleagues

- Have you used pebblepad for sharing work with your colleagues?
Sharing on webfolio, group outcome?

If yes: Motivation to share
o type of work you share with them
If no: What stopped you from sharing work with colleagues?

Repeat the same questions (sharing with tutors’ questions)

Reflection

- Can you tell me how did you reflect on your learning in this course?
o Reflection style and preferences (structured versus freestyle)

o Motivation to write a reflection

- Have you used PebblePad for sharing your work with your tutor this
year?
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- If yes, in what ways do you think Pebblpad has helped you to write
your reflection? Has it been very different than last year? what
caused this change

Like and dislike? Why?

Easy/difficult? Why? How did you manage difficulties?

Worked well and not work well? Why? Manage?

Features and tools?

Use of reflection templates? How useful? suit your reflection style?
Have you liked the reflection models on pebblepad? If no, why?
Pebblepad compared to writing reflection on paper?

Example of how pebblepad helped you to write reflection?

Achieve desired out comes from writing reflection?

Different than last year? If yes, what caused this change?

What else would you like pebblepad to have done in terms of writing
reflection?

Reuse pebbpelpad for writing reflection next year?

- Can you think of what restricted your use of pebblepad to share
your work with your tutor? How did you overcome (get around)
these restrictions?

Evidencing learning outcomes

- Can you tell me how did you evidence the learning outcomes in the
course?

O

motivation to evidence the learning outcomes

Have you used PebblePad for evidencing learning outcomes this
year?

If yes, in what ways do you think Pebblpad has helped you to
evidence learning outcomes? Has it been very different than last
year? What caused this change

o

Like and dislike? Why?
Easy/difficult? Why? How did you manage difficulties?
Worked well and not work well? Why? Manage?

Features and tools? (rosette, tags)
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o Pebblepad compared to evidencing learning outcomes on paper?

o Example of how pebblepad helped you to evidencing learning
outcomes?

o Desired outcomes from evidencing learning outcomes?

o Different than last year? If yes, what caused this change?

o What else would you like pebblepad to have done in terms of
evidencing learning outcomes?

o Reuse pebbpelpad for evidencing learning outcomes next year?

- Can you think of what restricted your use of pebblepad to
evidencing learning outcomes? How did you overcome (get around)
these restrictions?

Storing and organizing

- Can you tell me how did you store and organize your evidence in
the course?
o Motivation to store and organise your evidence and work
o preference and style for storing and organizing
o Where did you store and organize your evidence? (dropbox-stick

memory)

- Have you used PebblePad for storing and organizing your evidence
this year?

- If yes, in what ways do you think Pebblpad has helped you to store
and organize your evidence? Has it been very different than last
year? what caused this change

o Like and dislike? Why?

o Easy/difficult? Why? How did you manage difficulties?

o Worked well and not work well? Why?

o Features and tools? (tags)

o Pebblepad compared to other spaces/drives?

o Example of how pebblepad helped you to store and organize your
evidence?

o Achieved desired outcomes?

o Different than last year? If yes, what caused this change?

o What else would you like pebblepad to have done in terms of storing

and organizing your evidence?
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o Reuse pebbpelpad for storing and organizing your evidence next year?

- Can you think of what restricted your use of pebblepad to
evidencing learning outcomes? How did you overcome (get around)
these restrictions?

Have you used PebblePad for anything other than you would directed
to? Have you done anything else with it?

o Adding additional things they weren’t asked to do

o Extra curriculum activities such as hobbies.
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Initial interview guide for tutors

1. How you were introduced to the e-portfolio system by the school?

2. Why do you think the school introduced the e-portfolio for

students?

3. How did you feel about the e-portfolio when it was first introduced

to you?

Prompts

- What was your first impression about the e-portfolio?
- Why did you feel this way?
- Do you still feel the same?

- If yes, what changed your mind?

4. How have you used the e-portfolio with your students so far? Give

me examples

Prompts

- What are the activities you have done with the students in your e-
portfolio so far?

- What kind of tools and options have you used?

5. How useful have you found the e-portfolio so far? Example?

6. What do you think the added value of the e-portfolio over the paper
based?

7. How do you motivates and support your students to use the
portfolio?

Prompts

- How have the students accepted/adapted to using the ePortfolio?
- What kind of support you have given to your students? Can you think of

examples
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- How do you follow your students’ progress in the e-portfolio? Example
- Do you think that the e-portfolio facilitate or hinder the communication
with your students? Why and how/ give examples
8. What do you like/enjoy most about the e-portfolio? Why?
9. What do you like least (dislike) about the e-portfolio? Why?
10. When you use the e-portfolio with your students:
- What is easy?
- What is hard? Why? How do you manage these difficulties?
- What challenges or problems have you encountered in helping your
students develop their e-portfolio?
11. How do you find the support and resources available to help you

to use e-portfolios with your students at this stage?

Prompts

- Are they enough? Are you satisfied?
- Was there any aspect that you felt was missing from your training?
- What support/resources have helped you the most?

- What else do you need? Do you have suggestions?

12. Did the students share assets with you?

13. What kinds of assets students share with you in the e-portfolio?
(Completed assets, assets that need revision, nonacademic

assets)? Give examples.

14. What did you do then with these assets? How do you respond to

them?

475



Follow up interview guide for tutors

General questions

- Can you tell me how have used pebblepad with vyour
tutees/facilitated group over the last year after the initial

interview?

- How have you found using Pebblepad this year? Has it been
different than last year?
o What did you find useful?
o What worked well

o What didn't work so well?

- What is your overall impression of Pebblepad this year? Has it been

different than last year?

- How has pebblepad supported your tutees in their learning this

year? Can you give me an example?

- How have you supported your students to use pebblePad? What are
your responsibilities regarding using Pebblepad with vyour

students?

- Can you describe any challenges you encountered in working with

students on their pebblepad?

Sharing

- Did the students share their work with you?
- Have they shared any work with you on Pebblepad?
o If yes, how have your responded? Did you give them feedback?
o If no, why?
- What did they share with you?
- How did they share work with you? Share by your name or submit to the
workspace?
_Reflection

- Can you tell me, how have your students written reflection?
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- Have they used pebblepad to write their reflection?
o If no, why?
o If yes:
= How?
= How have you supported them to use pebblepad to write

their reflection

Evidence learning outcomes

Can you tell me, how have your students shown you the achievement of
the learning outcomes?

Have your tutees used pebblepad to evidence learning outcomes? How have
they used it to do that?

How have you supported your tutees in evidencing the learning outcomes
on pebblepad?

What type of evidence the students were using to evidence the learning
outcomes?

How have you monitored your students’ evidencing the learning outcomes?

Storing evidence on PebblePad

What type of evidence the students were required to upload to pebblepad?
o Evidence from Uni

o Evidence from placement

Where should the students collect and store their evidence from Uni and
from placement?

Are the students required to organize their evidence on pebblepad in
certain way?

How the students are organizing their work on pebblepad? Do they use
tags?

How have you helped the students to organize their work on pebblepad?

How has Pebblepad influenced the communication between you and

your tutees/facilitated group?
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Follow up interview guide for curriculum planners and module leads

Tell me how PebblePad has been used on your aspect of the programme/the

parts of the programme you are involved in.
What are students using the e-portfolio for?

- Outcomes (what sorts of things do they do here - eg storing, reflecting
sharing etc)

- Assignments (what sorts of things do they do here - eg storing,
reflecting sharing etc)

- Elective (what sorts of things do they do here - eg storing, reflecting
sharing etc)

- PAR/extensions (what sorts of things do they do here - eg storing,

reflecting sharing etc)

How have the use of pebblepad (above functions/formats) evolved over the

two years of the programme
What do you see as the key advantages to using an e-portfolio system?

What are the challenges of using pebblepad that were reported by students

and tutors?
What are the challenges you face in integrating the e-portfolio in the course?

How did you respond to these challenges? What are the changes that have

been taking place in using pebbepad to overcome these challenges?
How useful have the tutors and students found these changes?

To what extent do you think the students have used pebblepad the way it was

supposed to be?

How well equipped do you think tutors feel to support students’ use of e-

portfolio.

- What has been done to help them in this task? If none, what could be done

to help?
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Follow up interview gquide for Curriculum planners

The purpose of the curriculum planners/ module leads:

- Identify the challenges in using the e-portfolio
- How did they overcome changes

- What are the outcomes of the changes

General questions

What are the challenges of using pebblepad that were reported by students

and tutors?
What are the challenges you face in integrating the e-portfolio in the course?

How did you respond to these challenges? What are the changes that have
been taking place in using pebbepad to overcome these challenges? What

derived that change?
How useful have the tutors and students found these changes?

What are the activities that the students have been using pebblepad for? Has

it been different than last year?

To what extent do you think the students have used pebblepad the way it was

supposed to be?

How were the tutors and facilitator supposed to support the students on

pebbepad?

Evidencing earning outcomes

Were the students supposed to evidence learning outcome? How?

Were the students required to use pebblepad to evidence learning outcomes?
If yes:

How pebblepad was supposed to help the students to evidence learning

outcomes? Has that been different than last year?
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How were the tutors and facilitator supposed to support the students to

avidence learning outcomes on pebblepad

How pebblepad was integrated in the course to help student demonstrate

achievement of learning outcomes?
If not:

How were the students supposed to show demonstrating the achievement of

learning outcomes?

Reflecting on experience

Were the students supposed to reflect on their experience? How?

Were the students required to use pebblepad to write their reflection on

experience?
If yes:

How pebblepad was supposed to help the students to reflect on their

experience? Has that been different than last year?

How were the tutors and facilitator supposed to support the students to refecty

on their experience on pebblepad?
If not:
How were the students supposed to reflect on their experience?

Sharing work with tutors and other students?

Were the students supposed to share their work with tutors and facilitators?
With other students? How?

Were the students required to use pebblepad to share their work with their

tutors and facilitators? With other students?
If yes:

How pebblepad was supposed to help the students to share work with their

tutors and facilitators? With other students?
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How were the tutors and facilitator supposed to support the students to share

their work on pebblepad?
If not:

How were the students supposed to share their work with their tutors and

facilitators? With other students?

Storing and organizing work

Were the students supposed to collect and store their work? How?

Were the students required to use pebblepad to store and organize their work?
If yes:

How pebblepad was supposed to help the students to store and organize their

work? Has that been different than last year?

How were the tutors and facilitator supposed to support the students to store

and organize their work on pebblepad?
If not:

How were the students supposed to store and organize their work?
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Appendix B1: information sheets

Students Information Sheet

Title of Study: The Pedagogical Value of e-portfolios “PebblePad” for Nursing
Students: Activity Theory Perspective

Name of Researcher(s): Professor Heather Wharrad
Dr Richard Windle

Eman Ghallab

We would like to invite you to take part in our research study. Before you
decide we would like you to understand why the research is being done and
what it would involve for you. One of our team will go through the information
sheet with you and answer any questions you have. Talk to others about the

study if you wish. Ask us if there is anything that is not clear.

What is the purpose of the study?

This study is being conducted as a fulfiiment of the PhD of one of Eman
Ghallab. The main purpose of this research is to explore the educational value
of e-portfolios “PebblePad” for nursing students and to understand how the
challenges and tension in the learning context may influence the efficacy of e-

portfolio as a learning tool for nursing student.

Why have I been invited?

You are being invited to take part because you are using e-portfolio
“PebblePad” to document your learning and achievement and we want to
include the perspectives of nursing students regarding the educational
benefits of e-portfolios and we also want to understand how you use e-
portfolio and how you learning is supported by your teaching staff. We are
inviting up to 20 students like you to take part
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Do I have to take part?

It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part. If you do decide to take
part you will be given this information sheet to keep and be asked to sign a
consent form. If you decide to take part you are still free to withdraw at any

time and without giving a reason. This would not affect your legal rights.

What will happen to me if I take part?

The study involves two interviews, virtual observation of your public
workspace and analysis of your e-portfolio content such as the feedback you
received and your written reflection. If you consent to take part in this study,
you will be invited to attend two face to face interviews, one at the beginning
of the academic year and one at the end. Each interview will take up to one
hour of your time at a time and location convenient to you. The focus of the
interview will be on your experiences and thoughts regarding the educational
value of e-portfolios from your perspective and based on your experience. The

interview will be audio-recorded for the purpose of analysis.

Also, if you decided to participate and give me a permission to access your
public workspace in your e-portfolio, your online learning activities will be
observed virtually by the researcher. The observation will be conducted over
two semesters. The purpose of this observation is to understand how you are
using your e-portfolio and how your learning is supported by your teaching
staff using e-portfolios. Notes will be taken by the researcher as she observes

your online learning activities.

The study also involves, analysis of your self-reflection and the feedback you
received from your teaching staff through using e-portfolio in terms of depth
and quality. The purpose of this analysis is to understand how the use of e-
portfolios influences the quality and depth of the self- reflection and the
feedback.

The data from the interviews, the virtual observation, and the e-portfolios
analysis will be stored in a secure place and only the chief investigator and
the co investigators will have access to them. Your identity will not be

identified by name or any other personal specific details.
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Expenses and payments

Participants will not be paid to participate in the study.

What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part?

We do not anticipate any disadvantages or risk involved in taking part in the
study. Taking part in the research will involve you spending approximately an
hour in face to face interview. You will be free to end the interview at any
time. Every effort will be made to ensure that you are not inconvenienced in

any way.

What are the possible benefits of taking part?

The study may help in understanding the underpinning educational value of
e-portfolios “Pebblepad” for nursing students and how the educational value
of e-portfolios might be influenced by the challenges and tensions within the
learning context in which the e-portfolio is situated. Your views and
recommendations can inform the improvements for how you and future

nursing students use Pebblepad in the course.

The information gained from this research will be used to make
recommendations for the academic, clinical and administrative staff on the
best practice of effective utilization of the maximum educational benefits of e-
portfolios to support and enhance the academic and clinical learning
experience of nursing students and also inform the policy and rules for
implementing the e-portfolio. The results of the study may also serve as a

basis for other future research on the same topic.

By becoming a research participant in this study you will receive A
CERTIFICATE of research participation which you can put in your CV and

your e-portfolio

What if there is a problem?
If you have a concern about any aspect of this study, you can speak to me

or/and my supervisors and we will do our best to answer your questions. Our
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contact details are given at the end of this information sheet. If you remain
unhappy and wish to complain formally, you can do this by contacting the
school’s research director or the head of the school. Details can be obtained

from your school.

Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential?

We will follow ethical and legal practice and all information about you will be
handled in confidence.

If you join the study, some parts of the data collected for the study will be
looked at by authorised persons from the University of Nottingham who are
organising the research. They may also be looked at by authorised people to
check that the study is being carried out correctly. All will have a duty of
confidentiality to you as a research participant and we will do our best to meet
this duty.

All information which is collected about you during the course of the research
will be kept strictly confidential, stored in a secure and locked office, and
on a password protected database. Any information about you will have your
name and address removed (anonymised) and a unique code will be used so

that you cannot be recognised from it.

Your personal data (address, telephone number) will be kept for 12 months
after the end of the study so that we are able to contact you about the findings
of the study and possible follow-up studies (unless you advise us that you do
not wish to be contacted). All research data will be kept securely for 7 years.
After this time your data will be disposed of securely. During this time all
precautions will be taken by all those involved to maintain your confidentiality,
only members of the research team will have access to your personal data.

Although what you say in the interview is confidential, should you disclose
anything to us which we feel puts you at any risk, we may feel it necessary to

report this to the appropriate persons.

What will happen if I don’t want to carry on with the study?
Your participation is voluntary and you are free to withdraw at any time,

without giving any reason, and without your legal rights being affected. If you
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withdraw then the information collected so far cannot be erased and this

information may still be used in the project analysis.

What will happen to the results of the research study?

The research is being carried out as a part a fulfiiment of the PhD degree for
Eman Ghallab at the school of Nursing, Midwifery, and Physiotherapy at the
University of Nottingham. It is planned that the results of this study will be
published in a professionally peer reviewed and highly ranked research
journals. You can get copy of these publications from the researchers.
Moreover, it is planned that the research findings will be disseminated in the
form of oral presentations in conferences, research seminars and workshops.
We assure you that your identity will not be identified in any

report/publication.

Who is organising and funding the research?
This research is being organised by the University of Nottingham and is being

self-funded by the researcher

Who has reviewed the study?

All research in the school is looked at by independent group of people, called
a Research Ethics Committee, to protect your interests. This study has been
reviewed and given favourable opinion by Medical School Research Ethics

Committee.

Further information and contact details
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Chief
investigator:

Co-investigators:

Dr Heather Wharrad
Professor of e-learning and Health informatics

School of Nursing, Midwifery and Physiotherapy,
University of Nottingham

Room B52

Queen's Medical Centre

Nottingham
NG7 2UH

Phone: 0115 82 30909
Fax: 0115 9 709 955
Email: heather.wharrad@nottingham.ac.uk

Dr Richard Windle

Senior Lecturer in e-learning

School of Nursing, Midwifery and Physiotherapy,
University of Nottingham

Room B53a

Queen's Medical Centre

Nottingham
NG7 2UH

Phone: 01158230866
Fax: 0115 9 709 955
Email: richard.windle@nottingham.ac.uk

Eman Ghallab
PhD student in nursing studies

School of Nursing, Midwifery and Physiotherapy,
University of Nottingham

Room B33

Queen’s Medical Centre,
Nottingham,

NG7 2HA

Phone: 0115-8230491

Fax :0115-8231211
Email:ntxezg@nottingham.ac.uk
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Tutors Information Sheet

Title of Study: The Pedagogical Value of e-portfolios for Nursing Students:
Activity Theory Perspective

Name of Researcher(s): Professor Heather Wharrad
Dr Richard Windle

Eman Ghallab

We would like to invite you to take part in our research study. Before you
decide we would like you to understand why the research is being done and
what it would involve for you. One of our team will go through the information
sheet with you and answer any questions you have. Talk to others about the

study if you wish. Ask us if there is anything that is not clear.

What is the purpose of the study?

This study is being conducted as a fulfiiment of the PhD of one of Eman
Ghallab. The main purpose of this research is to explore the educational value
of e-portfolios for nursing students and to understand how the challenges and
tension in the learning context may influence the efficacy of e-portfolio as a

learning tool for nursing student.

Why have I been invited?

You are being invited to take part because you are involved in use of an e-
portfolio with your nursing students and we want to include the perspectives
of tutors/mentors regarding the educational benefits of e-portfolios and we
also want to understand how you use e-portfolio to support the learning of
your students. We are inviting up to 10 tutors and 10 mentors like you to
take part

Do I have to take part?

It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part. If you do decide to take
part you will be given this information sheet to keep and be asked to sign a
consent form. If you decide to take part you are still free to withdraw at any

time and without giving a reason. This would not affect your legal rights.
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What will happen to me if I take part?

If you consent to take part in this study, you will be invited to attend two face
to face interviews, one at the beginning of the academic year and one at the
end. Each interview will take up to one hour of your time at a time and location
convenient to you. The focus of the interview will be on your experiences and
thoughts regarding the educational value of e-portfolios from your perspective
and based on your experience. The interview will be audio-recorded for the

purpose of analysis.

Expenses and payments
Participants will not be paid to participate in the study. Travel expenses will

be offered for any visits incurred as a result of participation.

What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part?

We do not anticipate any disadvantages or risk involved in taking part in the
study. Taking part in the research will involve you spending approximately an
hour in face to face interview. You will be free to end the interview at any
time. Every effort will be made to ensure that you are not inconvenienced in

any way.

What are the possible benefits of taking part?

We cannot promise the study will help you but the information we get from
this study may help us to address any queries you have about using the e-
portfolio. Also, it may help in understanding the underpinning educational
value of e-portfolios for nursing students and how the educational value of e-
portfolios might be influenced by the challenges and tensions within the

learning context in which the e-portfolio is situated.

The information gained from this research will be used to make
recommendations for the academic, clinical and administrative staff on the
best practice of effective utilization of the maximum educational benefits of e-
portfolios to support and enhance the academic and clinical learning

experience of nursing students and also inform the policy and rules for
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implementing the e-portfolio. The results of the study may also serve as a

basis for other future research on the same topic.

What if there is a problem?

If you have a concern about any aspect of this study, you can speak to me
or/and my supervisors and we will do our best to answer your questions. Our
contact details are given at the end of this information sheet. If you remain
unhappy and wish to complain formally, you can do this by contacting the
school’s research director or the head of the school. Details can be obtained

from your school.

Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential?
We will follow ethical and legal practice and all information about you will be

handled in confidence.

If you join the study, some parts of the data collected for the study will be
looked at by authorised persons from the University of Nottingham who are
organising the research. They may also be looked at by authorised people to
check that the study is being carried out correctly. All will have a duty of
confidentiality to you as a research participant and we will do our best to meet
this duty.

All information which is collected about you during the course of the research
will be kept strictly confidential, stored in a secure and locked office, and
on a password protected database. Any information about you will have your
name and address removed (anonymised) and a unique code will be used so

that you cannot be recognised from it.

Your personal data (address, telephone number) will be kept for 12 months
after the end of the study so that we are able to contact you about the findings
of the study and possible follow-up studies (unless you advise us that you do
not wish to be contacted). All research data will be kept securely for 7 years.
After this time your data will be disposed of securely. During this time all
precautions will be taken by all those involved to maintain your confidentiality,

only members of the research team will have access to your personal data.
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Although what you say in the interview is confidential, should you disclose
anything to us which we feel puts you at any risk, we may feel it necessary to

report this to the appropriate persons.

What will happen if I don’t want to carry on with the study?

Your participation is voluntary and you are free to withdraw at any time,
without giving any reason, and without your legal rights being affected. If you
withdraw then the information collected so far cannot be erased and this

information may still be used in the project analysis.

What will happen to the results of the research study?

The research is being carried out as a part a fulfiiment of the PhD degree for
Eman Ghallab at the school of Nursing, Midwifery, and Physiotherapy at the
University of Nottingham. It is planned that the results of this study will be
published in a professionally peer reviewed and highly ranked research
journals. You can get copy of these publications from the researchers.
Moreover, it is planned that the research findings will be disseminated in the
form of oral presentations in conferences, research seminars and workshops.
We assure you that your identity will not be identified in any
report/publication.

Who is organising and funding the research?
This research is being organised by the University of Nottingham and is being
self-funded by the researcher

Who has reviewed the study?

All research in the school is looked at by independent group of people, called
a Research Ethics Committee, to protect your interests. This study has been
reviewed and given favourable opinion by Medical School Research Ethics

Committee.

Further information and contact details:
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Chief
investigator:

Co-investigators:

Dr Heather Wharrad
Professor of e-learning and Health informatics

School of Nursing, Midwifery and Physiotherapy,
University of Nottingham

Room B52

Queen's Medical Centre

Nottingham
NG7 2UH

Phone: 0115 82 30909
Fax: 0115 9 709 955
Email: heather.wharrad@nottingham.ac.uk

Dr Richard Windle

Senior Lecturer in e-learning

School of Nursing, Midwifery and Physiotherapy,
University of Nottingham

Room B53a

Queen's Medical Centre

Nottingham
NG7 2UH

Phone: 01158230866
Fax: 0115 9 709 955
Email: richard.windle@nottingham.ac.uk

Eman Ghallab
PhD student in nursing studies

School of Nursing, Midwifery and Physiotherapy,
University of Nottingham

Room B33

Queen’s Medical Centre,
Nottingham,

NG7 2HA

Phone: 0115-8230491

Fax :0115-8231211
Email:ntxezg@nottingham.ac.uk
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Curriculum planners Information Sheet

Title of Study: The Pedagogical Value of e-portfolios for Nursing Students:
Activity Theory Perspective

Name of Researcher(s): Professor Heather Wharrad
Dr Richard Windle

Eman Ghallab

We would like to invite you to take part in our research study. Before you
decide we would like you to understand why the research is being done and
what it would involve for you. One of our team will go through the information
sheet with you and answer any questions you have. Talk to others about the

study if you wish. Ask us if there is anything that is not clear.

What is the purpose of the study?

This study is being conducted as a fulfilment of the PhD of one of Eman
Ghallab. The main purpose of this research is to explore the educational value
of e-portfolios for nursing students and to understand how the challenges and
tension in the learning context may influence the efficacy of e-portfolio as a

learning tool for nursing student.

Why have I been invited?

You are being invited to take part because you are involved in the planning
and introduction of e-portfolios to nursing students in the school of Nursing
and we want to include the perspectives of curriculum planners regarding the
educational value of e-portfolios for nursing students and how does the school
support the students, tutors, and mentors in using the e-portfolio as a learning

tool. We are inviting up to 3 curriculum planners like you to take part

Do I have to take part?

It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part. If you do decide to take
part you will be given this information sheet to keep and be asked to sign a
consent form. If you decide to take part you are still free to withdraw at any

time and without giving a reason. This would not affect your legal rights.
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What will happen to me if I take part?

If you consent to take part in this study, you will be invited to attend a face
to face interview which will take up to one hour of your time at a time and
location convenient to you. The focus of the interview will be on your
experiences and thoughts regarding the educational value of e-portfolios from
your perspective and based on your experience. The interview will be audio-

recorded for the purpose of analysis.

Expenses and payments
Participants will not be paid to participate in the study. Travel expenses will

be offered for any visits incurred as a result of participation.

What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part?

We do not anticipate any disadvantages or risk involved in taking part in the
study. Taking part in the research will involve you spending approximately an
hour in face to face interview. You will be free to end the interview at any
time. Every effort will be made to ensure that you are not inconvenienced in

any way.

What are the possible benefits of taking part?

We cannot promise the study will help you but the information we get from
this study may help us to address any queries you have about using the e-
portfolio. Also, it may help in understanding the underpinning educational
value of e-portfolios for nursing students and how the educational value of e-
portfolios might be influenced by the challenges and tensions within the

learning context in which the e-portfolio is situated.

The information gained from this research will be used to make
recommendations for the academic, clinical and administrative staff on the
best practice of effective utilization of the maximum educational benefits of e-
portfolios to support and enhance the academic and clinical learning
experience of nursing students and also inform the policy and rules for
implementing the e-portfolio. The results of the study may also serve as a

basis for other future research on the same topic.
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What if there is a problem?

If you have a concern about any aspect of this study, you can speak to me
or/and my supervisors and we will do our best to answer your questions. Our
contact details are given at the end of this information sheet. If you remain
unhappy and wish to complain formally, you can do this by contacting the
school’s research director or the head of the school. Details can be obtained

from your school.

Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential?
We will follow ethical and legal practice and all information about you will be

handled in confidence.

If you join the study, some parts of the data collected for the study will be
looked at by authorised persons from the University of Nottingham who are
organising the research. They may also be looked at by authorised people to
check that the study is being carried out correctly. All will have a duty of
confidentiality to you as a research participant and we will do our best to meet
this duty.

All information which is collected about you during the course of the research
will be kept strictly confidential, stored in a secure and locked office, and
on a password protected database. Any information about you will have your
name and address removed (anonymised) and a unique code will be used so

that you cannot be recognised from it.

Your personal data (address, telephone number) will be kept for 12 months
after the end of the study so that we are able to contact you about the findings
of the study and possible follow-up studies (unless you advise us that you do
not wish to be contacted). All research data will be kept securely for 7 years.
After this time your data will be disposed of securely. During this time all
precautions will be taken by all those involved to maintain your confidentiality,

only members of the research team will have access to your personal data.
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Although what you say in the interview is confidential, should you disclose
anything to us which we feel puts you at any risk, we may feel it necessary to
report this to the appropriate persons.

What will happen if I don’t want to carry on with the study?

Your participation is voluntary and you are free to withdraw at any time,
without giving any reason, and without your legal rights being affected. If you
withdraw then the information collected so far cannot be erased and this

information may still be used in the project analysis.

What will happen to the results of the research study?

The research is being carried out as a part a fulfiiment of the PhD degree for
Eman Ghallab at the school of Nursing, Midwifery, and Physiotherapy at the
University of Nottingham. It is planned that the results of this study will be
published in a professionally peer reviewed and highly ranked research
journals. You can get copy of these publications from the researchers.
Moreover, it is planned that the research findings will be disseminated in the
form of oral presentations in conferences, research seminars and workshops.
We assure you that your identity will not be identified in any
report/publication.

Who is organising and funding the research?
This research is being organised by the University of Nottingham and is being
self-funded by the researcher

Who has reviewed the study?

All research in the school is looked at by independent group of people, called
a Research Ethics Committee, to protect your interests. This study has been
reviewed and given favourable opinion by Medical School Research Ethics

Committee.

Further information and contact details
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Chief
investigator:

Co-investigators:

Dr Heather Wharrad
Professor of e-learning and Health informatics

School of Nursing, Midwifery and Physiotherapy,
University of Nottingham

Room B52

Queen's Medical Centre

Nottingham
NG7 2UH

Phone: 0115 82 30909
Fax: 0115 9 709 955
Email: heather.wharrad@nottingham.ac.uk

Dr Richard Windle

Senior Lecturer in e-learning

School of Nursing, Midwifery and Physiotherapy,
University of Nottingham

Room B53a

Queen's Medical Centre

Nottingham
NG7 2UH

Phone: 01158230866
Fax: 0115 9 709 955
Email: richard.windle@nottingham.ac.uk

Eman Ghallab
PhD student in nursing studies

School of Nursing, Midwifery and Physiotherapy,
University of Nottingham

Room B33

Queen’s Medical Centre
Nottingham,

NG7 2HA

Phone: 0115-8230491

Fax :0115-8231211
Email:ntxezg@nottingham.ac.uk
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Appendix B2: The consent form

CONSENT FORM
Title of Study: The Pedagogical Value of e-portfolios for Nursing Students: Activity
Theory Perspective
REC ref: (to be added after approval given)
Name of Researchers: Professor Heather Wharrad

Dr Richard Windle

Eman Ghallab
Name of Participant: Please initial box
1. I confirm that I have read and understand the information sheet
for the above study and have had the opportunity to ask
questions.
2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free

to withdraw at any time, without giving any reason, and without
my medical care or legal rights being affected. I understand that
should I withdraw then the information collected so far cannot be
erased and that this information may still be used in the project
analysis.

3. I understand that relevant sections of my medical notes and data
collected in the study may be looked at by authorised individuals
from the University of Nottingham, the research group and
regulatory authorities where it is relevant to my taking part in
this study. I give permission for these individuals to have access
to these records and to collect, store, analyse and publish
information obtained from my participation in this study. I
understand that my personal details will be kept confidential.

4, I understand that the interview/focus group* will be recorded
and that anonymous direct quotes from the interview/focus
group* (*delete as appropriate) may be used in the study
reports.

5. I agree to take part in the above study.
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Name of Participant Date Signature

Name of Person taking consent Date Signature

3 copies: 1 for participant, 1 for the project notes and 1 for the medical
notes
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Appendix C: Demographic questionnaires

School of Nursing, Midwifery and Physiotherapy The University of
University of Nottingham Nﬂttlnghﬂm

Queen’s Medical Centre
Nottingham
NG7 2UH

Back ground information Questionnaire
Instructions: Please read the questions and the box next to your answer
Section A
Gender:
OMale O Female
Age:
OUnder 21 O 21-25 O 26-30 O Above 30
Ethnicity:
O White O Black or black British O Asian or Asian British
O Mixed O Others O Prefer not to respond
Section B
Highest current qualification:
O AS/A levels (GCE/VCE)
O Access to HE Diplomas
O Advanced Diploma
O BTEC National Certificate/Diploma
O BTEC Higher National Certificate/Diploma

O International Baccalaureate Diploma
O Other qualifications, please SpecCify ......ccccceriiei i

Mode of study:
O Full time O Part time
Current path:

O Bsc O Msc
500



Field name

O Adult

O Child

O Mental health

O Learning disability

Name of module or programme where the e-Portfolio is being used

Do you have any disability that affects your learning e.g dyslexia,
visual or hearing problems, other?

O Yes O No

If yes, please specify.......ccccviiiiniinnnnen. .

Section C

How Would You Rate Your Computer Skill Level?
O Low

O Average

O Above Average

O High

O Computer Expert (IT professional, etc.)

Do you have previous experience with e-portfolio or paper based
portfolio?

O Yes O No

Have you attended the training session about how to use the e-
portfolio (PebblePad)?

O Yes O No

Thank you for completing the questionnaire
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Back ground information Questionnaire

Instructions: Please read the questions and tick (v') in the box next to your
answer

Section A

Name:

Gender:

O Male O Female
Field experience:

OO0 Adult

O child

O Mental health

Name of module or programme where the e-Portfolio is being used
Years of eXperience: ...........ccccoovveieieieiesese e
Section C

How Would You Rate Your Computer Skill Level?
U Low

1 Average

[0 Above Average

OO High

[0 Computer Expert (IT professional, etc.)

Do you have previous experience with e-portfolio?
L] Yes L1 No

If yes, specify the name of software or program used and for how long have
you used

Have you attended the training session about how to use the e-
portfolio (PebblePad)?

] Yes ] No
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Initial codes clustering
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Appendix F: Example of online observation notes

Use of reflection templates

Participant First year Second year
S
Claire (1) - She used word documents for reflection -
- She used mind map for reflection
% r““ & f—;, ‘..‘, 2| [N | (= & s |- ,*“-,1 Tools  Fill & Sige
& \ ‘
). o
¥ I ]
: . U { " ,,’, d
N “74 7 " U R
) I 0 // \/ Rl N
{ it | ol ) ¥

- Not used any of the reflection templates

- All the templates attached were those who were proforma
(designed by the teaching staff) blended learning activities

- They probably used word document for reflection for their
placement paper portfolio

Emily (2) - She wrote lecture notes in a word document

(2. Recognise safeguarding issues related to the vulnerable indiidual and report. —

the appropriate person

he"

(3. Demanstrate an ability to deliver care to  diverse population, respecting the

et ke e il e s
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She slso answered the reflective queston in the other.templtes

Lifelong Learning : My Skill

About This Achievement

Supporting Evidence

Reflection

Naomi (3)

She left the course

She left the course

Ishah (4)

- Most of her reflection was done using reflective templates

- She used different templates for different types of reflection. She
used both “what? so what? now what?” and “journal entry” and
structured reflection” template to write her reflection

Links
She put a link for a video on a you tube

She put links for external resources such as the independent news website

Pictures
She used pictures alongside her reflection
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sesecpec: (7] (@) () (@)
+To gain an understanding of the holistic care needs of homeless and vulnerable

individuals, and how services can work together to achieve this.

| put together a Mind Map
of all the information
AT o mes leaflets | obtained from
various insight visits. This
was to ate how
Emmanuel House is like a
hub which connects to a

wide range of services.

To gain an understanding of how services work together to meet the holistic care needs of
homeless and vulnerable people | arranged to go on insight visits to a variety of services

She left the course

Moira (5)

She left the course

Links on webfolio

Alexandra

No evidence or reflection templates were found in the modular

portfolio

(6)
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She used links within the text (reflection) that was connected to scanned

documents from her elective placement stored in her asset store. For

example Scan of an anonymised digital patient's record print out
: ~=

manually.

Routinely respiration rate was not
measured in contrast to the National
Early Warning Score practice. |
learned how to record the
observations on the computer
(image on the left) and also made
evaluation notes about the care
delivery and patient’s progress (see
scan of the digital patient's record
print out).

She used also some links to external resources such as links to the hospital
in which she had the elective placement in. she used them as references to

support her reflection

Alice-Hospital does not have an Accident and Emergency department, though patients having acute
cardiac problems can be delivered by ambulance to the Chest Pain Unit. To make their services more
accessible the hospital has a 3D-navigation system next to the reception which is available in 12
languages and has options such as disabled access. The program can be downloaded from the website
or directly in the hospital as a smart phone application.

3D-Navigation application for smart phones, reproduced with

permission from SIS | sign information systems gmbh,
Hamburg

I created and delivered a PowerPoint presentation to show how | achieved our group outcome.

Pictures for reflection in the webfolio
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She used pictures with permission to show how she learned

Supervised by my mentor | administered
enoxaparin injections and insulin to diabetes

patients and learned how to record this on the
computer. The ticks in the ‘Medikation' (drug
section on the first page of the scan indicate that . |

the tablets/injections we

gs)

e given.

Since there were a number of cardiology patients
Blood warmer, reproduced with permission from

Lab-Kits (2010)

I also had an opportunity to learn how to
produce an electrocardiogram (ECG) using a 12-
lead ECG machine and how to attach and use a

cardiac monitor.

I learned to set up a blood warmer (see image on the right) for blood transfusion using aseptic non

touch technique (Dougherty and Lister 2011). These are sometimes used in the UK (RCN 2013).

Beatrice

(7)

She used word documents for most of her reflection except those
which were designed by the teaching staff at the beginning
(understanding self, who am I)

Links on webfolio

- She put link within the text (reflection) that was connected to a scanned
documents from her elective placement stored in her asset store

| assisted a case conference where members of the multidisciplinary team were present. the main aim of

the meeting was to discuss and ensure that end of life patients care needs were met through a planned

Pictures in the reflection section in the Webfolio

- She didn't use pictures in the reflection section in the Webfolio

Catherine

(8)

She used word documents for most of her reflection except those
which were designed by the teaching staff at the beginning
(understanding self, who am I)

She wrote a justification for attaching certain evidence to learning
outcomes. The first one was a certificate:

ols,
A Knoedge an Undersianding
A1, Demonstrate i of the value infiues
e beathan sodlcare
[ — o
for Nursing Pracice 1
Al
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The second one was an assignment:

B.Intelectual Skils:

B, Demonstrate an awareness of decisian making frameworks in relation to nury

care deivery

She used the same above evidence for different outcomes and this time

she wrote different justification:
:

C. Professional/Practical skils

1. Develop awareness of personal decision-making for care delivery, maintaining
professional boundaries i the context of professional values

C2. Recogr 2 '3 related to the and report.

the appropriate person

3. Demonstrate an abilty to deliver cae to a diverse population respecting the
values of service users and carers throughout

Then she wrote one justification for 3 or 4 evidence:

Q2. Recognise safeguarding issues related to the vulnerable individual and report —
the appropriate person -

3. Demonstrate an ability to deliver care to a diverse population, respecti
values of service users and carers throughout

Templates
She used the what? So what? Now what? Template within her webfolio

Pictures and links in the reflection section in the Webfolio

She used a photo from the placement to support her reflection

Links
She used a link for external resource

To respond to challenging situations and broaden my knowledge of culture and diversity issues that

nurses face in day to day practice.

Group Outcome

During my time on the neonatal ward there were plenty of
opportunities for me to observe and deal in challenging
situations. | have chosen to focus on one particular situation
where a baby had been born premature with a condition
called, Edwards syndrome (a genetic condition). There is
more information on Edwards Syndrome on the National
Health Service (NHS) Choices (2012) website:

http://www.nhs.uk/conditi dwards-
syndrome/Pages/Introduction.aspx
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abil
ers and carers throughout

al team

D. Transferable (Key) Skils

D1. Promote understanding of self as a ifelong learner

ty to deliver care to a diverse population, respecting the

the roles and responsibilities of becoming a nu

Joe (9)

- She used “structured reflection template and word documents to

write reflection

Links in the Webfolio
- She used links to connect with a previous reflection in her asset store
(that reflection was written in the “structured reflection template)

- She put links to other assets as well

Templates

She wrote reflection on her elective placement in the “structured reflection”
template in the Webfolio

Pictures

She used lots of personal pictures in the hospital and photos for some
machines
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Rebecca
(10)

She used both inbuilt templates “journal entry” and word documents

to write her reflection.

She wrote justification for attaching evidence:

for Nursing Practce (1) v

AlFeks

A2. Explore the f nurses sing within the wider health and social

A3, Develop awareness of own and others professional role and boundaries in
wed safeguarding vulnerable individuals

8. Intellectual Skills

A3, Develop awareness of own and others professional role and boundaries in
safeguarding vulnerable individuals

8. Intellectual Skills

81, Demonstrate an awareness of decision making frameworks in relation to nurg
care delivery

i = o

C. Professional/Practical skills

C1. Develop awareness of personal decision-making for care delivery, maintaining
P In the context of pr values

/(= o

C2. Recognise safeguarding issues related to the vulnerable individual and report
the appropriate person

i = o

C. Professional/Practical skills

C1. Develop awareness of personal di king for care delivery,
in the context of pi values

€2. Recognise safeguarding issues related to the vuinerable individual and report
the appropriate person

i = o

3. Demonstrate an ability to deliver care to a diverse population, respecting the
values of service users and carers throughout

Links within the reflection in the Webfolio

She put a link to her reflection to a previous reflection in her asset store

At Lowdham Grange prison drug, violence and gang cultures become the norm and raise

constant issues for healthcare staff. Often the nurse is the nearest available person that the
prisoners can reach out to in times of emotional distress. | used a nonjudgemental approach

this is important and somewhat challenging being in this environment. Nurses must be able to

remain professional and fair whilst offering support, immunisations and vaccinations,
emergency first aid and making referrals. Some of the services that | witnessed and worked

with are the Integrated Drug and Alcohol Team (IDAT). mental health team and the

Assessment, Care in Custody and Teamwork (ACCT Plan). The mental health team assessed the

prisoners spiritual needs during discussions around their life and the purpose of life. There

were times when the prisoners needed guiet time to think about their life and what is the way
forward for them. The prison has a chapel on site where the prisoners can prey at certain times

of the day to maintain their spiritual health and wellbeing.

(Please click for reflection)

Templates

She used the “structured reflection” template to write her reflection about
the elective placement

Pictures with reflection
She used pictures with her reflection

I also had the epportunity to assess new prisoners at the admissions office with my mentor. | sacon

realised that this was an important opportunity for the nurse ta begin to build a therapeutic relationship
with the prisener and to discuss his mental health and wellbeing. This initial assessment helps to identify
health priorities and trigger an early pathway for continued mental health suppart and care which is vital

to prevent mental health issues becoming damaging to the individual and others.

Prisoners were were able to make a self referral to the primary mental
health team. During my time with the primary mental health team |
learnt how to assess the severity of a persons mental health problems
by using a threshold assessment grid (TAG). The reason for referra
was always discussed with the prisoner using a standardised

questioning appreach.The questions asked were related to: current

mental health needs? What the patient requests? History of mental

(Activity log please click)

health problems/professional diagnosis? Their insight into their own

mental health? Substance abuse history? Sleep, diet and mood
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Impact Of The Activity

Iwill have a better understanding of the subject which will help me in lectures as | will be able to fill in
any knowledge gaps.

Overall Reflection

I am trying censtantly to develop my personal best and to do this | have to take my studies seriously
by organising my study time and to make the most of it.

Impact Of The Activity
what impact is this activity likely to have on your learning or performance?

Learning about treating people fairly and giving all prisoners equal opportunities has opened up my
awareness which has had a positive impact on my performance personally and professionally.

Overall Reflection

why is this activity important or relevant? How does jt relate to your overall learning and development?

I will continue to work within the National Equality Policy Statement during other placements and da my
part in making sure that anybody with physical, sensory, or mental disabilities can equally participate in
leading a normal life

Add Evidence

do you have any evidence to support this record?

Example of notes
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e T s

the myocar
Vepcadits
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tho cuculatng blaod.
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ted by inferatrial spepbssas. Sephrum
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She did a reflection using mind map. She said “The mind map
shows that I can display information in a different presentation.)

e
P — e
{gmd gmner e cmny —

Self Analysis

Patience
(11)

- No evidence or reflection templates were found in the modular

portfolio

Reflection templates in the Webfolio

She used the “what, so what? Now what?” Template to write her reflection
in the Webfolio

Links in the Webfolio
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- She put links within the text (reflection) that was connected to a some
assets stored in her asset store

Learning outcome 1 % g
warm, adequate feeding and hydration, observing strange behaviours, which could be signs of crisis

Learning outcome 2 and keeping immunisation appointment (Sickle Cell Society, 2008; NUH

5 witness statement to support this outcome (pleaseclick here to see the witness statement).
Learning outcome 3 e

Pictures in the reflection in the webfolio
She didn’t use pictures at all

Links in the Webfolio

Gemma No evidence or reflection templates were found in the modular
(12) portfolio
- She put links within the text (reflection) that was connected to a some
assets stored in her asset store
- She put link to external resources in the internet for example: the
resuscitation council UK
Acknowledgements/Bibliograp!
Nottingham is ranked 20th most deprived district in England in the 2010 Indices of
Multiple Deprivation (IMD), a relative improvement on 7th in the 2004 IMD.
Nottingham City Council (2014)
\ H-ﬁw:"tl this alffect mit;:\at;emebntl exfherier'n:c?k?]_rty Nottingham
is will affect my placement by there being the possibili . i

to care for patients from different ethnic backgrounds who CltfCatned
may not have English as their first language. As a
professional, | will need to seek guidance from my mentor when appropriate to help
overcome any language barriers.

Pictures in the reflection in the webfolio

- She used some one picture in her reflection on the webfolio

Richard He left the course He left the course
(13)
Hanna (14) - She used the template “what? so what? now what” to write her | Templates

reflection in the webfolio

She used the template “what? so what? now what” to write her reflection in
the Webfolio

Links in Webfolio
She had a link to the group Webfolio
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Group outcome-

Pictures
She didn’t use any pictures in the reflection in the Webfolio
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Appendix G: The findings from student’ demographic questionnaire information

Students’ background information

Names | Gender | Age Home or Highest Mode Curren | Field disability Compute | previous | attended
internatio | qualificati | of t path | name r Skill experien | training
nal on study Level ce with session

paper or
electroni
c

portfolio

S1-I F 21-25 Home A levels Full Msc Mental No High Yes Yes

time health paper
portfolio

S2-I F Under 21 | Home A levels Full Msc Mental Yes Average Yes Yes

time health Mild hearing paper
impairment portfolio

S3 -1 F 26-30 Home Bsc Degree | Full Bsc Mental No Average Yes Yes

in (youth time health paper
studies) portfolio
S4-1 F Above 30 | Home Postgrad Full Bsc Mental No Average Yes Yes
MSc time health paper
portfolio
S5-I F Under 21 | Home A levels Full Msc Mental Dyslexia Average No Yes
time health & visual
impairment

S6-1 F Above 30 | Internation | HE Degree Full Bsc Adult No Above Yes Yes

al Germany time Average paper
& Access to portfolio
HE
Diplomas

S7-1 F 26-30 Internation | Access to Full Bsc Adult No Above Yes Yes

al HE time Average paper
Diplomas portfolio
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S8-1 26-30 Home Access to Full Bsc Adult No Above No Yes
HE time Average
Diplomas
S9-1 Above 30 | Internation | Access to Full Bsc Adult No Above No Yes
al HE time Average
Diplomas
S10-1 26-30 Home Access to Full Bsc Adult Yes Average Yes Yes
HE time Hearing Paper
Diplomas portfolio
S11-1 Above 30 | Internation | MPH Full Bsc Adult No Average No yes
al & time
Access to
HE
Diplomas
S12-1 21-25 Home A levels & Full Bsc Adult No Average Yes Yes
BTEC time
National
Certificate
S13-1 Above 30 | Internation | Bsc degree | Full Bsc Adult No Average No Yes
al in time
(mathemati
cs)
S14-1 Under 21 | Home A levels Full Bsc Adult No Average No No
time
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